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Abstract
The purpose of this case study research was to examine the economic impact of
school closures on three rural communities in Maine. I created a conceptual framework
around six healthy community economic markers. Each of the six markers are studied in
2010 when schools were closed and then again in 2016. This data, in addition to
perceptions data from stakeholders in each of the three communities was studied to
determine if the closure of the school had any impact on these healthy economic markers.
Findings suggest that there were no negative impact to the economic markers studied
within the three sample communities that could be attributed solely to the closure of the
school. The research did uncover that even though schools were closed to save money
and reduce taxes, the fact of the matter is that in two of the three communities studied this
cost savings never occurred, nor did a reduction in taxes. Further research is needed to
build off this study in order to better inform state and local policy makers who are having
to consider whether or not to close schools now and in the future.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
Statement of the Problem

One need only attend a public forum on the topic of school closure to understand
the depth of emotional responses that can occur within a community to the question of
closing a school. For years, communities that struggle with the question of whether or
not to keep a school open have done so with little more than anecdotal information
regarding the potential impacts such a decision would have on the economic base of the
community. Solid, factual data relating to the economic impact schools have on their
community is lacking. The result is that citizens often make school closure decisions
without a true understanding of the potential economic impacts (both positive and
negative).
What makes the economic contribution ofK-12 schools unique is the scale and
breadth of their impact. For example a 2006 report published by the New England
Association of Schools and Colleges (NEASC) measured the direct impact these schools
had on their local economy by documenting salary payments to individuals who in tum
contributed to the economy in the form of grocery shopping, home purchases, and other
goods and services. As illustrated in Table 1.1 Economic Impact ofAccredited Schools,
the NEASC report indicated that New England's accredited colleges and universities and
PK-12 schools represent the leading economic stimulus in the six-state region with an
annual direct economic impact exceeding $93.4 billion in 2003-04 (Ludes, Alam, &
Kampits, 2007).

1

ECONOMIC IMPACTS OF SCHOOL CLOSURE

2

Table 1.1

Economic Impact ofAccredited Schools

Economic Impact of Accreclltecl Schools,
Academic Year 2003-2004
Publlc elementary
Public middle

1ehool1

schoot1

Public NConclcary Khoola

$357,654,580
$294',932,389
$.5,4'89, 196,4'90

Vocational-technical achoola

$484,846,799

Private elementary, middle,
aecondary achoola

$6,.402,903,071

Higher education lnatftutiona

$80,455,073,4'88

-------------Tota1
$93,484,606,817
(Ludes Alam, & Kampit 2007).
Additionally, this economic impact study was completed without factoring in each
organization

or ector s direct spending, which is typically a factor that ranges between

2.0 and 3.0 times the total dollar figure due to multiplier effects (Ludes, Alam, Kampits,
2007). For example, when a teacher spends $100.00 at a local grocery store this allows
the grocery store owner to spend $50.00 in heating fuel. These findings are conservative
and fail to illustrate the broader impact schools may have on the economy.
Schools contribute to growth and employment in a range of industries that are
difficult to measure, but which should be appreciated. Schools spend significant money
on things like energy, equipment, and food. They spend monies in areas such as
transportation, sporting goods, and major capital construction, and they are often the
largest (or very close) employer in their communities (Ludes, Alam, & Kampits, 2007).
Especially in the rural parts of our country and of our state, public schools are often the
largest employer, providing professional jobs with benefits that otherwise may not be
present in the local economy (Showwalter, Hartman, Johson, & Klein, 2019, p. 11).
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Recognizing that schools have this economic impact, the question then becomes
what happens if a school closes? Research on the economic impacts upon communities
of school closures is limited. There are a few seminal pieces of related research, most
notable of which is Thomas Lyson's (2002) study of rural communities in New York
State. He examined how having schools within the community impacted what Lyson
defined as the markers of a healthy community, i.e. the strength of municipal
infrastructure, the strength of gross income of residents and types of professional
opportunities found within the community, low unemployment and welfare rates, and
strong housing conditions and property values.
Lyson compared these healthy markers with communities that had schools and
those that did not. The communities without schools had not intentionally closed them
(although they could have), they simply didn't have schools at the time of his study. He
found that communities with schools had stronger numbers for those healthy markers
than those that did not.
Lyson's work was in 2002 and has not been fully replicated. Additionally, his
research was conducted in the State of New York. There has been no similar research on
the topic of the economic impact of school closures for communities in Maine. Research
on this topic in Maine is needed as more and more of the state's communities are faced
with the difficult decision to close a school. Maine's existing legislative process to close
a school does not require a community to fully vet the potential short and long term
consequences of school closures. Therefore, it is important for state policy makers, local
community leaders, and voting members of those communities who must face these
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difficult choices to understand exactly what their decisions will mean for their
community, both in the short and long term.
A key premise of this study is that research documenting the specific economic
impacts of schools on their communities is lacking. Without specific study on the role
schools play in the current economic vitality of a community and the future viability of a
community, policy makers will be making school closure decisions within a vacuum,
without full understanding of the possible implications for the future. Before making
decisions to close schools, decision makers need to understand the potential economic
gains and losses of school closure. This research aims to provide this understanding and
fill the void in research that currently exists on the economic impacts of school closure in
Maine.

Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study was to examine the economic impact of school closure
on three rural communities in Maine and by doing so, fill a void in research that currently
exists on this topic in Maine. This case study research sought to better understand the
role that public schools play in the current economic vitality and future viability of Maine
communities by closely examining the healthy economic markers of three rural Maine
communities who chose to close their schools. This research examined the economic
conditions of each community several years prior to the school's closure and then
reviews those same conditions several years after the school's closure. Additionally, I
conducted interviews with residents of each community to better understand their
perceptions of the effect the school closure had upon the economic vitality of their
community.
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Research Question
This study sought to answer the following overarching research question:
What influence does a school closure have on the economic health of a community?
In order to answer this question, I constructed a Healthy Markers Conceptual Framework
with six metrics to assess a rural community's economic health following the closure of a
school. The metrics were:
1. Median age;
2. Municipal services;
3. Tax commitments (mil rates);
4. Home values;
5. Livable wage; and
6. Employment/unemployment levels.
I compared the changes in these measures at three different points in time and used the
results to determine the possible influence the school's closure had on the economic
health of the community.

Significance of the Study
From the turn of the century, changes in public elementary and secondary school
enrollment have varied by state. More rural states have typically experienced enrollment
declines while more urban areas experienced overall increases. From fall 2000 to fall
2014, total public school enrollment in PreK through grade 12 increased in 32 states,
while enrollment declined during this period in the other 18 states, with decreases of 10
percent or more occurring in four states (Michigan, New Hampshire, Maine, and
Vermont). Within Maine, student populations have dropped from 217,238 in October

6
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1996 to 180,258 in Spring 2017 (Maine Department of Education Data Warehouse,
2018). This represents a decline of 17% over this eleven-year period.
Table 1.2 Maine Anticipated School Aged Population Changes depicts Maine's

population outlook by showing the state's anticipated population changes for school aged
children between 2021 and 2026.
Table 1.2
Maine Anticipated School Aged Population Changes
2021
2016 Historical
Population Projections
Age 0-19 years
Age 20-39 years
Age 40-64 years
Age 65+ years

287,581
308,280
476,872
257,499

265,943
315,515
446,545
307,257

2026

2016-2016

253,938
314,612
420,032
351,880

Five-Year Percent Change
% change 0-19
% change 20-39
% change 40-64
% change 65+

-8%
2%
-6%
19%

-5%
0%
-6%
15%

-12%
2%
-12%
37%

Maine's working-age population (20-64 years) is projected to decrease 6% from
2016 to 2026, but this includes the aging-out of the Baby Boomers, who were 52-70
years old in 2016 and will be 62-80 years old in 2026. If just the young working-age
population (20-39 years) is considered, this population is projected to increase 2% from
2016-2026. The 65 and older age cohort is expected to see growth of 37% from 2016 to
2026 as the Baby Boomers age into this cohort
Table 1.3 Maine County Total Population Five Year Percent Change depicts
Maine's population outlook by county and shows the percent increase/decrease predicted
at the county level.
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Table 1.3
Maine County Total Population Five Year Percent Change
County
Androscoggin
Aroostook
Cumberland
Franklin
Hancock
Kennebec
Knox
Lincoln
Oxford
Penobscot
Piscataquis
Sagadahoc
Somerset
Waldo
Washington
York

2016-21
1%
0%
1%
0%
0%
-1%
-1%
-4%
-2%
0%
-6%
0%
-3%
1%
-1%
3%

2021-2026
1%
0%
1%
0%
0%
0%
-1%
-3%
-2%
0%
-6%
0%
-3%
1%
-1%
3%

2016-2026
1%
-1%
3%
0%
1%
-1%
-1%
-7%
-3%
1%
-11%
0%
-5%
1%
-3%
6%

Seven of Maine's 16 counties are projected to see population increases from
2016-2021, while eight are projected to increase from 2021-2026. Seven counties are
projected to see cumulative increases over the ten-year period from 2016-2026.
York County is projected to see an increase of 6% from 2016-2026: the largest
gain of any county. Cumberland County is projected to gain 3%. Piscataquis, which has
the smallest population and the oldest median age of counties in Maine, is projected to
lose 11 % of its population from 2016-2026.
The major issue of declining enrollments and scarce resources create a climate in
which school consolidation and school closures are continual topics of political debate.
The discussion of a possible school closure is a polarizing process within a community
arising from emotional ties to the school: "I went to school here when I was a child and
the school did a good job then, why close it now?" to discussions around cost "Taxes just
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keep going up each year; I'm on a fixed income and many of my neighbors are as well.
How can we afford to keep the school open?" to discussions around the economic effect
of a possible school closure on a town's future viability: "I was going to move here and
start a small business, but I'm rethinking moving here full-time because my kids would
have to travel too far to attend schools if this one closes" (Greenville Pilot Study
Interviews, 2008).
As student enrollments continue to decline and emphasis upon creating
efficiencies and reducing local tax burdens increase, the pressures to consolidate and/or
close schools in Maine will continue. As Michael Lytton, LEED AP at Lytton
Consulting whose group does long range planning for sustainable facilities, and assists
communities all over New England in school closure studies states: "Often the solution
to this unhappy equation is quite simply to shut down facilities. But when all the costs of
closing a school are considered- financial, material and human - implementing this
policy calls for caution" (Lytton, 2011, p.17). Processes required by states to close
schools do not often force communities to consider broader contexts for school closures.
For example, in Maine, the calculations required by the MDOE ask schools to identify
facilities costs and staffing costs that might be saved by closing a school in the year after
it is closed. School leaders are not required to look beyond those figures at other possible
economic impacts in either the short or longer term.
Public education in Maine is funded using the Essential Programs and Services
Model. This model has two key components that drive receivership of state subsidy
dollars. Those key components are the number of students in a school unit and the
property value associated with each school unit. The higher the number of students in a
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given school unit, the higher the allocation of subsidy dollars will be. However, the
higher the property value of each unit, the lower the contribution by the state may be in
terms of subsidy. At budget time, policymakers tend to focus on education expenditures
as costs, overlooking the significant positive economic impact that school spending has
on local communities in terms of jobs and economic growth (Ludes, Alam, & Kampits,
2007).
Investment benefits in education are often 20+ years down the road and some
policy makers feel the long-term benefits are not enough to battle the "here and now"
concerns of increasing taxes. Moreover, in a state like Maine, the average age of our
overall population is now the oldest in the country and the majority of our citizens no
longer have students in our K-12 public schools. A better understanding of the economic
benefits of schools for communities is needed. This includes the short-term benefits
corresponding to economic activity between schools and other businesses, which
generate commerce, raise the state income, spawn job growth and increase property
values (Ludes, Alam & Kampits, 2007). It also includes the potential negative impact of
school closures. In a working paper sponsored by the National Education Association
and written by Thomas L. Hungerford and Robert W. Wasserman in 2004, the authors
postulate that reducing K-12 expenditures by 1 percent of state income would produce a
nearly 1 percent decrease in employment in the state in the short-term and a 1.4 percent
decrease in the long term (Hungerford & Wasserman, 2004).
Even with continually decreasing enrollments and a lack of data pertaining to the
economic impacts of the school on the community, many rural communities refuse to
close schools. Such sentiment has long irked state officials in rural states who argue that
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local territorialism nurtures inefficiency and dooms rural school children to inadequate
educational opportunities. They argue that the net effect is a substandard education,
which will do nothing but hurt the community in the long run (Manzo, 1999, p. 112). As
one state official from South Dakota stated: "The net effect of trying to save everybody is
that local school boards are running schools into the ground until they either run out of
money or they run out of kids" (Manzo, 1999, p.112). On the flip side, local residents of
these rural communities are convinced that their towns can do the job of educating their
children better themselves, or are fearful that once the schools close, their communities unable to attract new families -will die (Manzo, 1999).
Once a school is closed, it is likely to remain closed (Manzo, 1999, p. 112). It is
this finality, combined with the complexity of the influencing factors outlined above that
begs the question of what the short and-long-term economic implications of a school
closure are. When a school is closed, do people begin to move away? Are high paying
professional jobs lost? Do younger families stop moving in? Currently there is little
research that assists in answering these questions for the communities that are faced with
such a choice. Policymakers and communities considering closing schools must make
difficult decisions that may have economic ramifications far beyond the immediate
budget issues and there is little research to help guide these decision makers. My
research aims to fill this gap and expand on previously limited research to assist
policymakers in understanding the impact of school closure on the economic health of a
community.
Key Terms
•

Economic Vitality - Describes the current economic well-being of a community.

ECONOMIC IMPACTS OF SCHOOL CLOSURE

11

For the purposes of this study, six specific healthy community markers were used
to determine the vitality of a community. Those are: (1) Median Workforce Age,
(2) Per Resident Investment in Municipal Services, (3) Home Values, (4) Livable
Wage, (5) Employment/Unemployment levels, and (6) Tax commitments as
measured in mil rates.

•

Economic Viability - For the purposes of this study, the term economic viability
refers to the community's future ability to support its citizens with continued
economic vitality as defined above.

•

PK-12 Public Schools - refers to 100% publicly funded schools that educate
students in grades PK - 12 in Maine.
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Chapter 2: Review of Literature
The purpose of this study was to examine the economic impact of school closure
on three rural communities in Maine. This literature review analyzes the research around
potential cost savings associated with school closures and establishes the role and
importance schools play in communities. The opening sections of this literature review
are an overview of the current economic contexts in Maine and the perceived cost savings
often associated with the closure of schools. These sections provide important context
into why the pressures to close schools in Maine will likely continue to exist and even
grow. The literature review then establishes a lens through which the economic health of
a community can be studied using six "healthy markers" identified in the research. These
six healthy economic markers became the basis for my conceptual framework. The
literature review concludes with an overview of the conceptual framework and a
summary of key findings from the literature.

The Current Economic Context in Maine
As described in Chapter 1, many rural areas across the country have seen a
decline in their present and projected school student populations. The source of this
decline is typically threefold according to a report of the Rural School and Community
Trust published in 2017:
1. A "graying" or increase in percentage of the population of senior citizens,
2. The exodus of young families with children to the cities in search of better
opportunities, and
3. A decline in births (Showalter, Klein, & Hartman, 2017).
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In 2005, after several successive years of decreasing student enrollments,
Governor John Baldacci of Maine signed into law LD 1: An Act to Increase the State
Share of Education Costs, Reduce Property Taxes and Reduce Government Spending at
All Levels. The goal ofLD 1 was to lower Maine' s state and local tax burden ranking to
the middle one-third of states by 2015. Part of LD 1 was a promise to fund 55% of
required costs to education as defined by Maine's Essential Programs and Services school
funding model (EPS). LD 1 also required local school systems to identify both the
"required local contribution" which is calculated as part of EPS based upon local
property values, and the "additional local" amount of funding voters approve above the
required share.
In its ten-year report to the Legislature published in 2015, the Maine Planning
Office found that even though the state increased its school aid by $78 million compared
to the previous school years, both the percentage of School Administrative Units (SAU)
exceeding the EPS expenditure level and the amount by which they were over has
increased. Additionally, until fiscal year 2019, the state had not yet met its requirement
to 100% fund EPS and had only funded the model at a 97% level. Recently, the
Commissioner of Education, Pender Makin stated that even with another increase in GP A
projected for the State's supplemental budget for 2019, the State of Maine has still not
met its obligation to fund 55% of identified costs.
Since the passage of LD 1, Maine has struggled to meet its 55% obligation
(Legislative Report, 2015). Most recently, the Maine Education Association successfully
sponsored a measure on the November 2016 ballot (Question 2) that asked the wealthiest
Mainers, those making over $200,000 to pay a 3% surtax on any income over $200,000
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annually (Posik, 2016). Although this referendum passed, it was never enacted into state
law due to differences in philosophy between the state's Republican Governor, the
Republican controlled legislature, and the Democratic legislators at the time. Most
recently in Governor Mill's supplemental budget, according to a recent memo put out by
Commissioner Makin, even while adding significant funds to GP A, the state is meeting
52% of its obligation as outlined in LD 1.
In 1957, Maine's schools numbered as many as 1,360, but by 1972, there were
little more than 800 schools within the state (Bowen, 2007). According to Steve Bowen
(2007), a former Commissioner for Education in Maine under Governor LePage's first
term, most of these closures were a direct result of the passage of the Sinclair Act in
1957, which provided large incentives to local communities to consolidate municipally
based schools into School Administrative Districts (S.A.D.s) by agreeing to pay to build
new high schools for those communities that agreed.
Fifty years after Maine's first consolidation push with the Sinclair Act (1957), the
discussion around consolidation resurfaced and culminated in the Reorganization Law
passed by Maine's 123 rd legislature in the spring of 2007. The stated goals and objectives
of this new policy were as follows (Summary from language from Public Law, Chapter
240, Part XXXX):
1. Opportunity - for students to meet the Maine Learning Results.
2. Programs - Rigorous programs that prepare students for college, careers and
citizenship.
3. Delivery- Uniformity in the delivery of these programs across the state.
4. Tax Rates - Uniformity of tax rates across the state.
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5. Sustainability - Efficient use of resources.
6. Public Funds - Effective use of public funds to create cost efficiencies.
7. School Choice - Preservation of School Choice.
8. Services - Increased service provided due to economies of scale.
Number four, five, and six of the Reorganization Law objectives deal with the
efficient use of fiscal resources. A major push of this law was to save money, to
consolidate administrative services, and to operate Maine's K-12 system of education
more efficiently. Many rural communities feared this push would eventually translate
into the closing of schools, resulting in increased costs to local communities and an
exodus of the few young people that remained.
For many years now it has been reported that Maine is one of the most taxed
states in the United States. Maine's overall tax burden is the yct highest and property tax
rates as a percent of income are the 5th highest in the nation (McMann, 2019). When
these tax dollars are collected and then assigned to be expended to support services across
the state, public PreK-12 education is often one of the largest recipients of these funds.
According to the National Center for Education Statistics, in 2010-2011, Maine devoted
21.5% of local and state general expenditures to K-12 Education as compared to other
New England States whose average is just under 19% (Donaldson, 2016).
Popular opinion seems to mirror other sources. In April 2017, US New
determined the states that tax their residents the most and least by using property tax as a
share of personal income, individual income tax as a share of personal income and sales
and excise tax as a share of personal income. Maine was ranked as the 4th highest below
New York, Hawaii, and Vermont with a total tax burden of 10.73%.
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The pressures to reduce the costs of public education in Maine have been
considerable and will likely continue to grow as older resident populations increase and
student enrollments decrease. School closures are often seen as a way of reducing costs
hence reducing taxes.

Cost Savings and School Closures
A report released in October of 2011, written by the Philadelphia Research
Initiative, studied school closures in large urban areas such as Chicago, Detroit, Kansas
City, Milwaukee, Pittsburgh and the District of Columbia whose districts have closed at
least 20 schools or more in the past decade. This study determined that:
Closing schools does save money, but in districts whose budgets add up to
hundreds of millions of dollars or more, the final savings are relatively small. ..
it's real money, but not money that changes anything fundamentally. The biggest
chunk of money is spent on teachers, and those staff members are typically still
needed, just at different locations. (Samuels, 2011, p. 23)
In another article, "Have All the Costs of Closing A School Been Considered?",
Lytton (2011) states that:
The financial costs of closing schools is often underestimated, starting with a
miscalculation of one-time expenditures for moving students, staff and supplies or
required modifications to schools accepting these new students ... it is not
unusual for such one-time expenses to exceed $1 million per school. (p. 12)
Lytton also goes on to describe other potential financial impacts to communities
that close their schools such as what happens if students elect to home school or attend
private school, resulting in reductions of revenues from state funding streams. He cites
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the example of one California district that predicted savings of $700,000 through
consolidation, but ended up losing $2.4 million in funding as hundreds of students pulled
out of the public system within months.
In 2002, a national award-winning series of articles entitled "Closing Costs" were
published on the cost of school closings in West Virginia by authors Eyre and Finn.
They report that "over a ten year period the state closed 325 schools in pursuit of
economies of scale, and in doing so substantially increased the number of central office
administrators, despite the fact that the number of students being served by the system
declined by 41,000 over this same time period" (Eyre & Finn, 2002, p. 35). They also
report that during this same time, transportation costs more than doubled and that the
unanticipated additional costs of school closure far outweighed the predicted savings,
ultimately producing no savings at all even though that was what had been promised.
The Rural School and Community Trust (2002) compiled a summary of Eyre and
Finn's findings, stating the following:
•

West Virginia spent more than $1 billion on school consolidation.

•

The number oflocal administrators in West Virginia increased by 16% in 10
years, despite a 13% decrease in student enrollment.

•

The number of state-level administrators in West Virginia increased and their
salaries nearly doubled between 1990 and 2002.

•

West Virginia spends more of its education dollar on transportation than any other
state and rising transportation costs have forced counties to slash funding from
classrooms, offices, and cafeterias.
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The number of children in West Virginia who ride buses more than 2 hours per
day doubled between 1992 (2908 students) and 1996 (7938 students), even though
25,000 fewer children rode buses.

•

In Pendleton County, a total of $10 million in renovations and new construction
was spent to close Circleville School. Students were bused over a 4,000 foot
mountain to school in Franklin, meanwhile, Circleville residents renovated the old
school as a community center for $200,000.00 after it had been turned over to
them when the school was closed.
The Eyre and Finn series didn't attempt to determine why the number of

administrators increased while student populations decreased, they only found that they
had and that these increases were additional costs not previously planned for when
originally considering the closure of schools.
In 2013, Kate Shaw, Executive Director of the non-profit education research
organization, Research for Action, gave testimony to the education committee of the
Philadelphia City Council who was considering closing 29 public schools. During this
testimony, Shaw talks about the financial impacts of school closings in districts and
highlights several key facts:
(1) School closings, broadly, do save money. The majority of savings are derived
from personnel reductions such as administrative staff, teacher staff, and other
support staff reductions. Large-scale (more urban settings) school closings are
relatively new, but analysis of six districts found average annual savings in the
short term of under $1 million per school. (2) These savings, however, are often
offset to some degree by expenses such as maintaining vacant building sites,
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moving property, transitioning and supporting students, and additional
transportation costs to name a few. (3) In 2012 a District of Columbia Auditor
reported costs associated with school closures exceeding $40 million due to
higher costs in transportation, moving and relocation, demolition, and the
significant devaluation of property in several of the closed buildings. This was
reported after the District of Columbia had already booked an overall anticipated
savings of more than $80 million dollars by closing these schools. So although
overall the District of Columbia did reduce costs, they were not reduced as much
as had been anticipated (Strauss, 2013, p. 33).
In another report developed and prepared by the Doyletech Corporation in 2017
entitled: "Economic Impact of Prospective School Closures in North Stormont, Ontario"
the authors provide a detailed financial analysis of a possible loss of funds to the
community and conclude that the community being studied could lose between $1.6 $9 .1 million dollars if the local high school becomes vulnerable to closure. These
estimated lost funds include more than just the direct savings and costs of closing. They
also estimated the economic indirect and multiplier effects of closure. They conclude
that:
The largest component of any potential economic loss comes from the prospective
closing of Tagwi Secondary School because of its strong links to the local
economy. Its loss would be felt increasingly in the years to come as local
businesses would find getting staff progressively more difficult and business
investment and growth suffer as a result. (p. 15)
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So, although there could be a net positive economic impact from the state's perspective, it
may be a net overall loss to the rural area. They conclude their report by stating: "In sum,
the impact of the proposed school closings will be to exacerbate the 'hollowing out
effect' in this rural community" (Doyletech Corporation, 2017, p. 19).
Another study conducted in Missouri by the Knowledge Works Foundation
examined the value of small schools in Missouri. The findings in the report conclude
that:
•

Public schools indisputably influence residential property values.

•

Emerging evidence suggests that the quality, size, and shape of school facilities
themselves affect economic development by impacting what families may be
enticed to move too the local communities within which these facilities are
located (Weiss, 2004, p. 41).

Additionally, the study states that there is an "undeniable link" between the loss of
the school in the rural community and the subsequent decline in community population. It
specifically states that over the past five decades metro areas in Missouri have generally
gained in population while the population in rural Missouri has continued to decline. In
those rural areas the presence of a school significantly reduces the prospect for
population decline (Weiss, 2004, p. 41).
According to Sell, Leistritz, and Thompson (1996), "The literature is ambiguous
about the impact of school closure on the rural community. Conventional wisdom
suggests that the loss of a school has a detrimental effect upon the community" (p. l 0).
In order to understand the potential economic impact a school may have on a community,
it is important to better understand the role and importance schools play.
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The Role and Importance Schools Play in Communities
Neighborhood schools play multiple roles, not only providing facilities for
teaching and learning, but offering resources to help meet the social, recreational, health
and personal needs of the community (Carlson & Hernandez, 2011). Many communities
rely on schools to house health clinics, day care centers, after school social programs, and
other community events (Carlson & Hernandez, 2011). Schools are instrumental in
efforts to increase physical activity to reverse the trends of childhood obesity; they offer
adult education programs for adult learners free of charge; they offer key social gathering
places such as athletic competitions and they are often at the forefront of working with
communities to meet a host of emerging challenges. The role of schools in reinforcing
and perpetuating community ideas and values lends not only perspective to the
relationship between the school and the community but solidifies the place of citizens in
this world (Baade, 2016).
Within the state of Maine, great importance has been placed on the connections
between the public education system and economic progress. The Maine Economic
Growth council in collaboration with the Maine Development Foundation released an
updated report in 2019 on the "Measures of Growth", several of which are directly
related to public schools. According to the report, "Education prepares people to meet
the current and future needs of employers and to create opportunities for themselves and
others." (p. 15).
The report goes on to state that: "Improving our educational attainment is vital to
growing Maine's economy and improving the lives of Maine people. An educated
workforce helps businesses thrive and helps attract other companies. Jobs throughout the
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economy are requiring workers with higher levels of skill and education, which Maine
workers will need to meet the needs of employers and create opportunities for themselves
and others" (p. 16). The question as it relates to this study is whether closing small rural
schools impacts these opportunities. In order to assess these markers of a community's
economic health need to be examined.
This next section of the literature review describes what some researchers say are
markers that can be used to define the health of a community. These healthy markers
serve as the foundation of this case study analysis of the economic impacts of school
closures.
Economic Markers for "Healthy Communities"

Thomas Lyson's (2002) seminal study of rural schools in New York initially
identified a community's "healthy markers" for economic sustainability. Lyson then
applied the existence, or not, of those markers to assess the social economic benefits of
schools to rural villages in New York. In his study, Lyson examined the question:
"What happens to small rural communities that lose their schools?" His inquiries focused
on two sets of rural communities: those with populations of 500 or less and those with
populations between 501 and 2,500. First, he identified all incorporated villages and
cities in New York from the United States Census, and he separated them into two
categories: "rural" or those places with fewer than 2,500 residents and suburban/urban or
those places with more than 2,500 residents. Next Lyson identified village-level
indicators that tap basic population characteristics of the villages, housing conditions and
municipal infrastructure, income and welfare characteristics of individuals and
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households living in the village, and occupational and employment characteristics of the
community's labor force.
Lyson found that for the smallest rural communities, the presence of a school is
associated with many social and economic benefits. Housing values are considerably
higher and municipal infrastructure is more developed in small villages with schools. He
also found that the occupational structure in those communities is qualitatively different
than in places without schools. Not only were there more people employed in the more
favorable occupational categories that gleaned higher median incomes, but more people
were employed in civic occupations. He found that average household income was not
markedly different across places with and without schools; income inequality and welfare
dependence was lower in villages with schools.
Lyson identified key markers for the economic "health" of a community.
Generally, those were:
•

Strength of municipal infrastructure, which he measured by noting the existence
of police, fire, and other municipal services such as trash, etc.

•

Strength of gross income of residents, which he measured using Census income
information

•

Types of professional job opportunities found within the community, which he
measured by types of industries found within a community

•

Low unemployment, which he measured through census data, and

•

Strong housing conditions - which he measured through property values.

Lyson's definition of "rural" communities (those with fewer than 2,500 residents)
may not work well for studies in the State of Maine due to the fact that many of the
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state's so-called cities hover closely to these populations and that many small towns
could be populated with 500 residents or fewer. Even so, Lyson's closing remarks
caution those wishing to push school consolidation:
Given the positive attributes associated with schools it is not surprising that when
threatened by consolidation, most small rural communities mount vigorous
campaigns to keep their schools open ... School consolidation is likely to remain
a threat to many rural communities in the coming decades ... in most cases rural
areas are losing economically and socially viable populations, tax bases, essential
services, such as schools, and retail establishments ... The money that might be
saved through consolidation is likely lo be forfeiled in lost taxes, declining
property values and lost businesses. (Lyson, 2002, p. 63)
What Lyson suggests increases the need for researchers to carefully study these possible
implications of school closure.
Other studies have been conducted that link measures of an economically healthy
community to other factors, such as a study conducted by Eleanor Wickersham (2014) for
the Center for Sustainable Communities. In this study, Wickersham found that "good
health is an economic issue."
In Wickersham's (2014) study, Health Factors rankings were based on three
major types of measures 1) social and economic issues, including measures of education,
employment, income, family and social support, and community safety; 2) clinical care,
including access to care and quality of care; and 3) individual health behaviors (p. 12).
The study goes on to state that: "Educational attainment, which affects poverty, is a
primary predictor of good health and a fundamental component of job creation" (p. 13).
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The existence of jobs in a community not only reduces poverty, but it also affects many
other aspects of a community, not the least of which is access to a high quality health care
infrastructure, which affects quality of life. A measure of quality of life is good health.
By looking at the correlations between economic issues, social issues, community safety,
health care, and other individual health factors "the evidence is strong that healthy
communities and economically vibrant communities are often one and the same" (p 13 ).
In Maine, the Maine Development Foundation, in collaboration with the Maine
Economic Growth Council has for several years now created a publication called

Measures of Growth: Performance Measures and Benchmarks to Achieve a Vibrant and
Sustainable Economy for Maine. This report (2019) states that: Investing in education from early childhood through adulthood - is essential to an educated, skilled and
entrepreneurial workforce that can meet the needs of businesses and crate opportunities
for themselves and others (p. 11). This report goes on to score our state's progress in 14
key areas identified as essential to move our state's economy forward. Those 14
measures are:
1. Gross Domestic Product
2. Per Capita Personal Income
3. Value Added per Worker
4. Employment
5. Poverty
6. Research and Development Expenditures
7. International Exports
8. Broadband Connectivity
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9. Startup Activity
10. Postsecondary Educational Attainment
11. Fourth grade reading scores
12. Eighth grade math scores
13. Workforce and
14. Cost of doing business (Maine Development Foundation, 2019).
Several themes continue to emerge regarding how organizations and researchers identify
characteristics of an economically "healthy" community. Listed here in this report are
once again the themes of educational attainment, employment, and poverty, among
others.
In Mario Polese's (2007) book entitled: The Wealth and Poverty of Regions:
Why Cities Matter, he states that "The economic value of a particular place is perhaps

best reflected in the price people are willing to pay to be here, which can be measured by
land and housing prices (p. 3). This indicates that another methodology for measuring
the economic "health" of a community is via the value of its property. Palese (2007)
postulates, "The answer to the question of why people choose to live in specific locations
is that some places generate greater economic opportunities than others" (p. 4).
In summary, various research has attempted to define what makes a community
an economically "healthy" or "vibrant" one. Although the research reviewed above in
this literature review varies in one degree or another in terms of the specific
characteristics that are often measured to help determine the economic health of a
community, several characteristics were found to have been cross cutting themes in this
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review of research. These "thematic" characteristics used to measure economic health
are:
•

Strong home/property values

•

Strong income levels

•

Strong employment levels

•

Relative low tax commitments (mil rates)

•

Relative low median age of population

•

Strength of local municipal services (education, police, fire, public works, etc)

By looking at the existence of these markers within communities, one can determine the
relative health of a community.

Healthy Community Markers
I gleaned six healthy community markers from these research studies. They are:
median age, investment in municipal services, tax commitments, livable wage income
levels, employment/unemployment levels, and housing/property values. These markers
define a community's current health or vitality and a community's ability to sustain that
health into the future to ensure the community's economic viability. The following is a
review of these healthy markers that comprises the conceptual framework for this study.

Median age of workforce. A community needs a vibrant workforce. Aging
populations pose a challenge to the fiscal stability of many societies and communities
through increased government spending on pension, healthcare, and social benefits
programs for elderly. This may hurt economic growth and overall quality of life if
governments need to divert public spending from education and infrastructure
investments to finance and sustain programs for the elderly. Additionally, population
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aging will likely lead to declining labor forces, lower fertility, and an increase in the age
dependency ratio - the ratio of working-age to old-age individuals (Nikolova, 2016).
Workforce development targets individuals ages 25-54 to be the prime ages of a
productive and vibrant workforce (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2018). Businesses need
employees to operate. Businesses want to know that there is a skilled workforce in a
community and one that will not require undo turnover. If a community's median age is
too high, businesses are less likely to locate there for fear of the high costs of retraining
older adults or for fear of a short lived workforce that will need to be replaced too
quickly.
Per resident investment in municipal services. The argument for community
investment in municipal services derives from Friedrich Hayek's (1945) assertion for a
decentralized economy in his scholarly article entitled: "The Use of Knowledge in
Society." More modem economists have used the Hayekian logic to state that
community governments are in a better position to understand the unique problems facing
their respective neighborhood compared to larger governments.
This logic was reinforced in a 1956 article entitled "A Pure Theory of Local
Expenditures", Charles Tiebout described his theory that "the world is one in which the
consumer 'shops' among different communities offering varying packages of local public
services and selects as a residence the community which offers the tax-expenditure
program best suited to his tastes" (as cited in Oates, 1969, p. 23). In his 1969 study
entitled "The Effects of Property Taxes and Local Public Spending on Property Values:
An Empirical Study of Tax Capitalization and Tiebout Hypthesis," Wallace Oates (1969)
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found that people appear willing to pay more (in the form of taxes) to live in a
community which provides a high-quality program of public services.
Daniel Scheller stated in his 2012 article entitled: "Neighborhood Governments
and their Role in Property Values" that "Smaller, community-wide governments can take
advantage of their smaller jurisdictions to gain a greater understanding of their
community's needs, and to provide public goods in the most efficient manner (p. 23)."
Lyson's (2002) study found that communities that had police protection, fire
protection, public works, and K-12 education services had higher property values than
those communities that did not have these same services. The fact that some
communities are able to offer these types of services while others are not or are able to
offer these services at a higher level than those that can only minimally offer them has an
impact on attracting and retaining members to the community and is therefore an
important marker to study in order to better understand the health of a community.

Tax commitments. William McBride, an analyst who has worked for
nonpartisan research organizations such as Brookings and The Urban Institute has
reviewed 75 different peer reviewed studies in order to understand the impacts of taxes
on the US economy. According to McBride (2012), "Nearly every empirical study of
taxes and economic growth published in a peer reviewed academic journal finds that tax
increases harm economic growth" (p. 31 ). He found that all taxes have an adverse effect
on economic growth, but corporate and personal income taxes are the most damaging to
the economic growth, followed closely by consumption taxes and property taxes
Municipalities in Maine primarily administer Maine real estate taxes and use the
money to pay for local services such as public schools, libraries, law enforcement, etc. A
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mil rate is the tax per thousand dollars in assessed value. For example, a home with an
assessed value of $150,000.00 and a mil rate of 20 ($20 of tax per $1,000.00 of assessed
value) would pay annual taxes of $3,000.00. Each year, the Maine Revenue Services
detennines the full, equalized value of each municipality and subsequently calculates a
full value tax rate. These rates are calculated by the state in order to facilitate equitable
comparisons across communities whose local mil rates may vary.
The mil rate for a community is important as it represents the level at which
community members and businesses are taxed for property owned. Individuals often
look at a community's mil rate prior to deciding to purchase property and likewise,
businesses often look at a communily's mil ralt: prior Lo deciding whether or not to locate
a business within a community. A community's mil rate is part of a holistic picture that
can often make a community attractive to live and operate a business in or not. A
community's mil rate it is not the only thing that is looked at by businesses or residents
seeking to relocate, but it is a factor, and is therefore tied to a community's ability to
grow and recruit businesses. High mil rates may dissuade home buyers and businesses
looking to locate within the community. Because of this it is an important economic
marker to study in order to help understand a community's current economic vitality.
Livable wage income levels. Income is the amount of money or its equivalent

received during a period of time in exchange for labor or services. It is the money people
earn when their paycheck comes in. As the economy grows, so do opportunities for
employment and income growth (Grunewald, 2006). The converse is also true. As the
economy begins to slow down or fail, so do opportunities for employment and income
growth.
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In rural communities, often times the school is either the largest or one of the
largest employers in the community. A school offers full time professional jobs as well
as support staff jobs for things such as school nutrition, bus drivers, or
maintenance/custodial staff. When a school closes, the jobs associated with that school
no longer exist in that location and might have the unintended impact of lowering the
area's median wage. A community's mean income then is an important marker to help
understand a community's economic health.

Employment and unemployment levels. Unemployment rates are interlocked
with economic growth. " ... The final analysis, there is one issue which resides at the
epicenter of economic growth. That is our unemployment dilemma ... Employment is to
economic growth what oxygen is to the human existence. You can't have one without
the other" (Patton, 2012, p. 51). To understand a community's unemployment rates, then
is to better understand a community's overall economic health and wellbeing. The
importance of employment at the local community level is similar, just on a much smaller
scale.
Unemployment and employment levels may differ because individuals who are
not employed may not be employed of their own choosing. Full employment exists when
everyone who desires to work for the current market rate is employed. Employment and
unemployment rates only include people above age 16 who are potential workers. People
in school, and who are retired or institutionalized are not included in the calculations
(Patton, 2012, p. 52).
In rural communities, the school is either the largest or one of the largest
employers in the community. When a school closes, the jobs associated with that school
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no longer exist in that location and might have the unintended impact of lowering the
area's employment levels and increasing unemployment levels. A community's
employment and unemployment levels then are important markers to help understand a
community's economic health.

Home/property values. Home or Property values are a reflection of generated
income and wealth. Residential property is reported as the most valuable asset people will
own. Location is generally recognized as the most important determinant of residential
property value (Coffee, 2013). A home is a large investment for families. When a
perspective homeowner looks to purchase a new home they want to know that their
significant investment is going to sustain itself or grow over time.
The higher total property values within a community, the more revenue that can
be generated for each community's schools via property taxes.

Conceptual Framework
The Conceptual Framework I constructed in order to measure and compare the
economic health of rural Maine communities over time is based upon the six healthy
community markers identified above. This section defines each of these healthy markers
so that I can use them to determine the economic health of a rural Maine community.

Median age of workforce. According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics (2018),
the prime ages of a productive and vibrant workforce is 25-54. Therefore, I examined the
percent change in each community's population aged 25-54 to measure typical working
age populations.

Per resident investment in municipal services. Spending on municipal services
can vary greatly between communities of different sizes and demographics. Therefore, I
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determined the investment in municipal services according to the per resident cost of the
provision ofK-12 educational services, police protection fire protection and public works
services to each community.
Tax commitments. A community's tax commitments can help attract or
discourage individuals or businesses from moving to a community if they are either too
high and are therefore cost prohibitive or too low where investments in property may not
be recouped in the future. These commitments were measured using a community's
overall mil rate. A mil rate is the tax per thousand dollars in assessed value for a
community.
Livable wage income levels. I consulted two sources for the median livable
wage. According to the Maine Secretary of State, a livable wage in Maine ranged

annual income for a single adult is $25,000 and for a two adult family with two kids in
Maine is $56,000 according to the MIT livable wage model (MIT Living Wage
Calculator, 2018).
Employment and unemployment levels. For the purposes of this study, both
employment and unemployment levels were used to determine the relative health of each
community being studied. The employment rate was calculated by dividing the number
of employed people by the total labor force; that number was then multiplied by 100.
The unemployment rate was calculated by dividing the number of unemployed people by
the total labor force and then multiplying that number by 100.
Home/property values. A community's value is based heavily upon its
home/property values. Individual communities assess property values frequently to
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insure that they are collecting appropriate taxes. However, these local assessments can
vary due to variations in regions, individual assessors, codes, etc. Therefore, the Zillow
Home Value Index (ZHVI) was used to assess home values in each community. The
ZHVI is the most accurate and timely measure of residential real estate values in the
United States. This data measures monthly changes in property-level estimates and
captures both the level and appreciation of home values across a wide variety of
geographies and housing types.
Table 2.1 Healthy Community Markers Conceptual Framework below is a
summary table of the Healthy Community Markers.
Table 2.1

Healthy Community Markers Conceptual Framework
Healthy Marker
Median Age of Workforce
Per Resident Investment in Municipal
Services

Tax Commitments
Livable Wage Income Levels
Employment & Unemployment Levels

Home/Property Values

Definition
The % change in populations ages 25-54 to
measure typical working age populations.
The per resident cost of the provision of K12 educational services, police protection,
fire protection and public works services to
each community.
The tax per thousand dollars in assessed
value for a community.
The % change in persons earning a median
income between $35 ,000 - $49,999.00
Calculated by dividing the number of
employed people by the total labor force.
That number is then multiplied by 100.
The unemployment rate is calculated by
dividing the number of unemployed people
by the total labor force and then
multiplying that number by 100.
Home/property values based on Zillow
Home Value Index (ZHVI).
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Chapter 3: Methodology
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study was to investigate the economic impact of school
closure on three rural Maine communities. The investigation was an economic analysis
based upon the six measures that comprise the Healthy Community Markers Conceptual
Framework that I constructed based upon the research on "healthy" economic markers.
The analysis was a comprehensive examination of each community's "healthy markers"
both previous to the school closure and after the school closure to determine whether or
to what degree these markers were impacted by the school's closure. I compared each
community under study to other communilies in Maim: uf similar sizes to analyze if any
patterns in the three case study communities aligned with similar communities. Finally,
my investigation included interviews with community stakeholders who lived in the
community before and after the school was closed in order to gather their perceptions of
the economic impacts of the school's closure to the community.
Research Design
I employed a case study methodology for my research. Case study research
excels at providing an in-depth understanding of a complex issue and can extend
experience or add strength to what is already known through previous research.
Researcher Robert K. Yin defines the case study research method as "an empirical
inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context; when
the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident; and in which
multiple sources of evidence are used" (Yin, 2018, p. 11 ).
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Yin (2018) goes on to note that a case study design supports a focus on "how" and
"why" questions and is used to consider contextual conditions because they are believed
to be relevant to the study. The research question I ask in this study is: What impacts
does a school closure have on the economic health of a community? This type of
question aligns to the use of a case study approach because it calls for an in- depth
analysis of a particular complex occurrence whose causes and effects are multifaceted
and intertwined and that are best studied within the real-life contexts of the occurrence.
More specifically, this study utilized a historical case study approach. The end product is
a description of the phenomenon under study, within historical contexts, in this case, the
impact of the closing of a school within three rural communities in Maine (Merriam,
2009).

Research Question
What impact does the school closure have on the economic health of a
community?

Research Sample Selection
I selected the three sample communities for this study by requesting a list from
the Maine Department of Education of all schools that had been closed since the year
2000. I removed schools that were closed because they changed a grade configuration or
other minor changes from the list. I reviewed the revised list based upon grade
configurations. Since there was only one high school on the list, I selected this as the
first community to be studied. All other schools on the list were grades Pre-K-2, Pre-K-5
or Pre-K-8 schools. I used geography to select the two remaining communities to study.
They were located in different counties from the high school closure and were located far
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enough apart to prevent one closure from impacting the economic markers of another
community being studied. Additionally, for ease of data collection, I selected schools
that were closed in 2010 or very close to 2010. The three school communities that met
my sample criteria are: Lubec, Monson, and Starks.
These three communities are the three "sample communities" for the study. In
addition to the selection of the three sample communities, for each sample community I
also selected three "comparison communities". These comparison communities are
communities of similar size in Maine. Economic data on the six economic markers
identified were also collected for the three comparison communities and used as a
reference point for each sample community to see if the data from each sample
community was in line with or somehow inconsistent with comparison communities.
Overall then, three sample communities were identified as described above and for each
sample community, three comparison communities were also identified.
Lubec is located in Washington County, Maine and was incorporated in 1811.
The total town population in 2010 was listed as 1359 people spanning over 78.38 square
miles in rural Maine. Approximately 76% of its residents have a high school diploma
with only 12.7% of its residents having a bachelor's degree or higher. The major means
of employment in the community are in the areas of agriculture, forestry, fishing and
hunting with employment in tourism and service areas as a close second. Lubec High
School was closed in 2010. At the time, it had a student population of 51 students in
grades 9-12. The estimated one-time savings of closing the school was calculated to be
$3,553.00.
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To compare the economic health of Lubec, I identified three comparison
communities. These comparison communities had a population in 2010 similar to the
size of Lubec's population of 1,395. The communities are Sullivan, population 998,
located in Hancock County; Medway, population 1093, located in Penobscot County, and
Chesterville, population 1466 located in Franklin County.
Monson is located in Piscataquis County, Maine and incorporated in 1822. The
total town population in 2010 was listed as 686 people spanning over 49 square miles in
rural Maine. Approximately 77% ofMonson's residents have a high school diploma with
only 11.6% of its residents having a bachelor's degree or higher. The major means of
employment in the community are in the areas of furniture production, construction,
agriculture and tourism. The school was closed in 2009. A that time it had a student
population of 34 students in grades PK-4. The estimated one-time savings of closing the
school was calculated to be $265,397.00.
I compared the economic health of Monson, by identifying three comparison
communities. These comparison communities had a population in 2010 similar to the
size ofMonson's population of 621. They are Oakfield, population 745, located in
Aroostook County; New Portland, population of 740, located in Somerset County, and St.
Agatha, population 721, located in Aroostook County.
Starks is located in Somerset County, Maine and was incorporated in 1795. The
total town population in 2010 was listed as 640 people spanning over 32.13 square miles
in rural Maine. Approximately 62% of its residents have a high school diploma with
27% of its residents having a bachelor's degree or higher. The major means of
employment in the community are in the areas of construction, and paper, with
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agriculture/forestry areas as a close second. The school was closed in 2010. At the time,
it had a student population of 22 students in grades Pk-3. The estimated one-time savings
of closing the school was calculated to be $194,834.51.
To compare the economic health of Starks, I identified three comparison
communities. These comparison communities had a population in 2010 similar to the
size of Stark's population of 600. They are Mercer, population 603, located in Somerset
County; Mattawamkeag, population 814, located in Penobscot County, and Otis,
population of 814, located in Hancock County.
Methodology
Case Study. For this study, I conducted a case study of each of the three sample

communities using the Healthy Community Markers Conceptual Framework, I
constructed to examine the healthy economic markers within a community before and
since a school closure occurred. In order to answer the research question, I examined the
six measures of economic health for each of the sample communities and their three
comparison communities. These measures were: median workforce age, per resident
investment in municipal services, tax commitment (mill rates), home/property values,
livable wage income levels, and employment/unemployment levels. In addition to these
six healthy markers, I also collected stakeholder perceptions data and reviewed this data
alongside of the economic data for each of the three sample communities.
Data collection - Perceptions. In order to examine community perceptions of

the economic impact that the school closure had on their community, I interviewed
community stakeholders in each of the three sample communities. The interviews were
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roughly 30 minutes in length. I created general questions to guide the initial part of the
stakeholder interviews. More specific questions flowed from the answers I elicited.
I interviewed a total of six community members in Lubec. Three were municipal
officials -- two spent time on the board of selectmen, another served on the planning
board immediately before and during the time the school was closed. I interviewed three
business owners --one owns a local restaurant in Lubec, another is the owner and
operator of a small newspaper in Washington County, and the third business owner works
in the local fishing industry.
I interviewed six community members in Monson. Three were municipal
officials -- one served as a selectmen during the time the school was closed, one served
on the planning board, and the town employed a third official. I interviewed three
business owners - one had long standing ties in the community related to Moosehead
Furniture. A second was a retired shopkeeper in the community and a third was a local
entrepreneur and small business owner in the community.
I interviewed six community members in Starks. Three were municipal officials - two served on the board of selectmen and the third was employed by the Town. I
interviewed three. business owners - one owns and operates a law firm in the region, a
second operates a trucking service in the region, and the third business owner owns and
operates a forestry operation in the region.
Please refer to Appendix A for the interview protocol used with participants from
each stakeholder group.
Data collection - Healthy Marker Data. For each community being studied I
collected healthy marker data at three points in time -- approximately five years before
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the school was closed (2000), the year the school was closed (2010), and approximately
six years after the school was closed (2016).
Median workforce age. I collected median age data for each of the three sample
communities, and their comparison communities. The source for this data for this
measure was the "American Fact Finder" tool from the United States Census Bureau.
Per resident investment in municipal services. The source of this data for this
measure was the municipal budget booklet for the years being studied for each of the
three sample communities as well as their comparison communities.
Tax commitments. The data collected for this measure were the mil rates for each
of the three sample communities and their comparison communilies. The prima1y source
for this data was the State of Maine Assessors Office.
Housing property values. The data collected for this measure were the Home
Value Index data was collected for each of the three sample communities and their
comparison communities. The primary source of data for this measure was the Zillow
Home Value Index (ZHVI) Calculator.
Livable wage income levels. The data collected for this measure were the
percentages of households earning between $35,000-$49,999 in each of the three sample
communities and their comparison commu~ities. The primary source for this data was
the "American Fact Finder" tool from the United States Census Bureau.
Employment/unemployment levels. The data collected for this measure were the
employment and unemployment percentages of each of the three sample communities
and their comparison communities. The primary source for this data was the "American
Fact Finder" tool from the United States Census Bureau.
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Data analysis - Perceptions Data. Following each interview, I analyzed the data
to identify themes related to each of the six healthy community markers. I conducted a
cross-case analysis to identify which healthy markers and themes were present or absent
across these three communities. The cross-case analysis sought to assess whether school
closure has had an impact upon rural Maine communities' economic vitality and future
viability.

Data analysis - Healthy Economic Markers. Once the data were collected for
each of the six health markers listed above, as well as perception data, patterns in the data
within each community and across their comparison communities were analyzed for
changes across three points in time, approximately five years prior to school closure, the
year the school was closed and approximately six years following the school closure.

Related Ethical Matters and Trustworthiness
Throughout the research process, I paid special attention to the internal coherence
of my research design. The research question flows directly from the problem stated, and
from the overall purpose and goals of the research. The multi-part data collection
protocol allowed me to gather data in a systemic and consistent method allowing for a
rational and logical inductive analysis.
As a practicing Superintendent of Schools within Maine, it is difficult to avoid
having my own biases and assumptions impact this work. I grew up in a rural, small
town, attended rural small schools, and graduated from a rural small college. I took great
care to ensure the I data collected and analyzed was as accurate as possible and yielded
trustworthy results. The steps I took to ensure trustworthiness, include, but are not
limited to:
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1. Making sure that interviewees understood that their participation was voluntary,
and all information gathered was kept confidential and would not be used for any
other purpose than for those outlined in this study.
2. Examining data from a variety of perspectives focusing on both confirming and
disconfirming evidence.
3. Utilizing member checking with all stakeholders participating in interviews.
4. Triangulating the data through multiple methods of data collection.
By adhering to these safeguards and procedures, issues of trustworthiness were addressed
and satisfactorily resolved throughout the research study.

Limitations
The research methodology I used is a case study. A limitation of the case study
approach is in the area of scale. My sample is limited to three communities. Therefore,
the results of the research may not be applicable to all communities in Maine. The three
sample communities are small and rural in nature and do not represent the economic
realities of all communities in Maine. Additionally, the conditions that exist in each of
the three communities do not necessarily exist in all communities in Maine. Although
this research study will help to provide an indication of how school closures have
impacted the economic well-being of each of these three communities, it is not
necessarily representative of how school closures may impact other communities in
Maine. Further research would be required in order to be able to make such claims.
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Chapter 4: Findings
The purpose of this research study was to examine the economic impact of school
closure on three rural communities in Maine. This chapter presents case studies of the
three sample communities: Lubec, Monson, and Starks. Each case study contains a
descriptive analysis of the six healthy economic markers and changes seen in the data
over time for each of the three sample communities and their comparison communities as
well as comparisons between the economic data collected and the perceptions data for
each sample community. The chapter concludes with a summary of findings that I discuss
in more depth in chapter five.

Case Study Analysis of Lubec
Lubec is located in Washington County, Maine and was incorporated in 1811.
The total town population in 2010 was listed as 1359 people spanning over 78.38 square
miles in rural Maine. Approximately 76% of its residents have a high school diploma
with only 12.7% of its residents having a bachelor's degree or higher. The major means
of employment in the community are in the areas of agriculture, forestry, fishing and
hunting with employment in tourism and service areas as a close second. Lubec High
School was closed in 2010. At the time, it had a student population of 51 students in
grades 9-12. The estimated one-time savings of closing the school was calculated to be
$3,553.00.
When three business leaders and three municipal representatives were interviewed
for this study, all participants indicated that cost cutting and saving taxes were a primary
reason for the school's closure. One municipal representative stated: "We are a
minimum subsidy receiver, which means we get no help from the state. Costs had just
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gotten too high for too few students. Taxpayers wanted relief." A business owner
replied: "At the time, there was a pretty dysfunctional school board who got caught up in
the conversation around reducing taxes." Two participants went on to state that although
they felt cost cutting was the biggest reason for the discussion around the school's
closure, they stated that concerns around the quality of student programming also played
a role. One municipal representative stated:
Many folks in the community wanted to see the school stay as they were worried
about what would happen to the community if the school closed, but with just 30
students what kind of programs could we offer kids? We had no AP classes, we
could barely support a basketball team!
The community of Lubec, lacking the resources to offer these opportunities for
their students and with a large portion of the community clamoring for tax reductions,
made the difficult choice to close its high school. High school aged children in Lubec
now have three choices for where they can attend high school, although most choose to
attend Washington Academy, a private high school located in East Machias,
approximately 45 minutes away. A smaller group of students elect to attend Machias
High School located 55 minutes away and an even smaller group of students elect to
attend Shead High School in Eastport, located about 45 minutes away.
In order to understand the economic impact of the school closure in Lubec, I
examined economic changes according to the six healthy markers described in my
conceptual framework and compared Lubec's data to the three sample communities of
Sullivan, Medway, and Chesterville. These three comparison communities are each of
similar size to the community of Lubec but are located in different parts of the state. The
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following is a report of my findings of the changes in these healthy markers for Lubec,
and its comparison communities for the year the high school closed in 2010 and six years
later in 2016.
Change in median age of workforce. The median age in Lubec rose from 53.0
in 2010 to 57.1 in 2016, an increase of 4.1 years (7.7%). In Sullivan, the median age rose
from 42.1 in 2010 to 48.7 in 2016, an increase of 6.6 years (15.7%). In Medway the
median age rose from 42.1 in 2010 to 44.0 in 2016, an increase of2.0 years (4.8%) and in
Chesterville the median age rose from 42.6 in 2010 to 47.7 in 2016, an increase of 5.1
years (12%).
The percent of residents between the ages of 25-54, which are typically core
working age levels, dropped by 14.1 % between 2010-2016 in Lubec. In Sullivan,
residents between the ages of 25-54 increased by 4.8%. In Medway residents between
the ages of 25-54 decreased by 2.9 percent and in Chesterville residents between the ages
of 25-54 increased by 3.6 percent.
Table 4.1 Lubec and Comparison Communities ' Change in Median Age,
illustrates these changes in median age and percent breakout of each age group in 2010
and 2016 for the communities of Lubec, Sullivan, Medway, and Chesterfield.
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Table 4.1

Lubec and Comparison Communities ' Change in Median Age
Year
2010
2016
Change
2010
2016
Change
2010
2016
Change
2010
2016
Change

Median Age

% Age 25-54
Lubec
53 .0
40.3
57. l
26.2
4. l yrs
-14.1 %
Sullivan
42.l
39.5
48 .7
44.3
6.6yrs
4.8%
Medwa
42.0
41.3
44.0
38.4
-2.9%
2.0yrs
Chesterville
42.6
39.1
4'2.'/
47. 7
5. l yrs
3.6%

% Age 55+
30.3
54.8
24.5%
23 .2
35.8
12.6%
27.3
32.1
4.8%
27.5
35
7.5%

Overall, Lubec's median age increase of 4.1 % was the third highest increase
among comparison communities, and Lubec's drop in the percentage of working age
residents of 14.1 % was the largest decrease among the three comparison communities.
However, Lubec's median age of 53.0 was the oldest in 2010 and remained the oldest in
2016 with a new median age of 57 .1. Over this period of time, Lubec has the greatest
percent increase in community members over the age of 55. In 2016 nearly 55% of
Lubec's residents were over this age, while almost 36% were in Sullivan, 32% in
Medway and 35% in Chesterville.
Must community stakeholders in Lubec confirmed that they noticed that their
community was aging. When municipal officials and business owners were asked to
comment specifically on whether or not they have detected any difference in the overall
age of the population in Lubec since the school was closed, two municipal officials and
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two business owners said that they had seen an increase in the overall age of the
community. Only one municipal official and one business owner stated that they hadn't
noticed that the community felt older.

Investment in Municipal Services. In Lubec, per resident spending went up in
the areas of education, fire and public works between 2010-2016 and went down in the
area of police protection during that same time frame. The reduction in per resident
spending in the area of police protection is likely due to changes in the cost sharing
structures associated with the sheriffs department police protection provided through the
County. Additionally, it should be noted that in 2010 costs associated with the earlier
purchase of fire equipment came off the town's debt service load which caused a slight
decrease in per resident expenditures for 2010 while additional equipment was purchased
for the fire department in 2016 causing per resident expenditures for 2016 to increase.
Lubec's per resident spending in the area of education went up by 24% between
2010-2016, which was the lowest increase among comparison communities. Lubec's per
resident spending in the area of police protection went down by 9% between 2010-2016,
which was the highest decrease in spending in this category among comparison
communities. Lubec's per resident spending in the area of fire protection went up by
33% between 2010-2016, which was the second highest increase among comparison
communities. Lubec's per resident spending in the area of public works went up by 39%
between 2010-2016, which was the second highest increase among comparison
communities.
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Table 4.2 Lubec and Comparison Communities' Change in Municipal Spending
illustrates the percent changes in per resident spending for education, police, fire and
public works services for the communities of Lubec, Sullivan, Medway, and Chesterville.
Table 4.2

Lubec and Comparison Communities' Change in Municipal Spending
Year

Education

2010
2016

$998.65
$1,240.75
24%

2010
2016

$1,251.79
$1,972.59
56%

2010
2016

$2,198.07
$2,888.51
31%

2010
2016

$420.45
$643.46
53%

Change

Change

Police
Lubec
$122.18
$110.65
-9%
Sullivan
$130.46
$165.33
27%

Fire

Public
Works

$28.88
$38.49
33%

$184.12
$256.18
39%

$324.61
$457.30
41%

$194.70
$169.53
-13%

$202.00
$256.11
27%

$270.89
$427.89
58%

$36.22
$37.21
3%

$217.33
$235.81
9%

Medwa

Change

Change

$33.52
$50.12
50%
Chesterville
$18.88

$21.60
14%

Between 2010-2016 inflation was 10.1 % so an item that cost $ 1.00 in 2010 cost
$1.10 in 2016. When these figures were adjusted for inflation, the percent change
rose. For example, Lubec's percent change in education spending rose from 25% to
37%. Additionally, the percent change in police protection changed from -9% to 0%
when adjusted for inflalion. Each indicator rose by the same inflationary amount and so
comparisons between sample communities and comparison communities remained the
same.
Despite the fact that investment in education, fire and public works had increased
since the school's closure, most community stakeholders in Lubec said that they had seen
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an overall decrease in municipal services. When municipal officials and business owners
were asked to comment specifically on whether or not they have detected any difference
in the overall provision of municipal services since the school was closed two municipal
officials and two business owners said they saw a reduction in overall services with no
decrease in costs. Only one municipal official and one business owner stated that they
hadn't noticed that a reduction in overall services and that the costs had remained
relatively stable.
Change in tax commitments (mil rates). Lubec's mil rate in 2010 and in 2016

was the second highest overall mil rate among comparison communities. Lubec's mil
rate increased by $2.80 or 18.6% between 2010-2016. Sullivan's mil rate increased by
$4.13 or 42.5%, Medway's mil rate increased by $3.44 or 14.9% and Chesterville's mil
rate increased by $4.84 or 42.5% during this same time frame. Lubec's increase in mil
rate between 2010-2016 was the lowest increase in dollars and the second lowest increase
in percent among comparison communities. Table 4.3 Change in Mil Rates for Lubec
and Comparison Communities shows each community's mil rates in 2010 and then again

in 2016.
Table 4.3
Change in Mil Rates for Lubec and Comparison Communities
Community
Lubec
Sullivan
Medway
Chesterville

20 l 0 Mil Rate
$15.09
$9.72
$23.05
$11.39

2016 Mil Rate
$17.89
$13.85
$26.49
$16.23

Rate Change
+$2.80
+$4.13
+$3.44
+$4.84

% Change
+18.6%
+42.5%
+14.9%
+42.5%

When municipal officials and business owners were asked to comment
specifically on whether or not they have detected any difference in the community's
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overall mil rate since the school was closed, five out of six of those asked said that they
had seen an overall increase in taxes and in their mil rates.
Change in home values. Home values in Lubec and its comparison communities

were compared using Zillow's Home Value Index (ZHVI). In 2010, Lubec and
Chesterville had the highest home values. In 2016, Lubec's home values were the highest
among all comparison communities. Between 2010-2016, Lubec's home values
increased by 41%; Sullivan's home values decreased by 34%; Medway's home values
increased by 3.7%, and Chesterville's home values decreased by 8.8%. Lubec's increase
of 41 % between 2010-2016 was the highest among comparison communities.
Table 4.4 Change in Home Values for Lubec and Comparison Communities
shows the ZHVI for Lubec and its comparison communities between 2010-2016.
Table 4.4
Change in Home Values for Lubec and Comparison Communities
Community
Lubec
Sullivan
Medway
Chesterville

2010 ZHVI
$103,000.00
$193,000
$89,850.00
$103,000.00

2016 ZHVI
$145,000.00
$127,000.00
$93,200.00
$93,900.00

{+l-2
+$42,000.00
-$66,000.00
+$3,350.00
-$9,100.00

% Change
+41%
-34%
+3.7%
-8.8%

Lubec's community stakeholders' perceptions confirmed these data. When
municipal officials and business owners were asked to comment specifically on whether
or not they have detected any difference in the community's overall property value since
the school was closed all said that they had seen an overall increase in property values.
Change in livable wage income. Lubec's percentage of families earning a

livable wage of between $35,000 - $49,999 in 2000 and again in 2010 was the lowest
among comparison communities. In 2016, the percentage of families earning between
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$35,000 - $49,999 was the second lowest. The percentage of families earning between
$35,000 - $49,999 in Lubec increased by 1.8% between 2010-2016, the highest percent
increase among comparison communities as Sullivan saw a decrease of 5.7%, Medway a
decrease of 0. 7% and Chesterville an increase of 1.2% during this same time frame.
Table 4.5 Lubec and Comparison Communities' Change in Livable Wage shows the
percentage of households with median incomes between $35,000.00 - $49,999.00 for
2000, 2010 and 2016 and the percent of change from 2010 to 2016.
Table 4.5

Lubec and Comparison Communities' Change in Livable Wage
Community
Lubec
Sullivan
Medway
Chesterville

2000
12.8%
20.8%
15.6%
18.5%

2010
14.4%
19.5%
18.5%
17.9%

2016
16.2%
13.8%
17.8%
19.1%

Change in%
+1.8%
-5.7%
-0.7%
+1.2%

The slight increase in livable wage income since the time of school closure was
not noticed by the Lubec community stakeholders who were interviewed. When
municipal officials and business owners were asked to comment specifically on whether
or not they have detected any difference in the community's overall median income since
the school was closed all of those asked said that they had seen no overall changes in
median income.

Change in unemployment/employment rates. Lubec's unemployment rates in
2000, 2010, and in 2016 were the highest unemployment rates among all comparison
communities. Between 2010-2016, Lubec's unemployment rates dropped by 0.5% which
was the second highest decrease in unemployment rates among comparison communities.
During this same time frame, Sullivan saw their unemployment levels decrease by 0.4%;
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Medway saw their unemployment rates increase by 1. 7%, and Chesterville saw their
unemployment rates decrease by 0. 7%. Table 4.6 Unemployment Rates for Lubec and

Comparison Communities shows Lubec's unemployment rates compared to comparison
communities.
Table 4.6
Unemployment Rates for Lubec and Comparison Communities
Community
Lubec
Sullivan
Medway
Chesterville

2000
7.6%
3.0%
3.1%
2.9%

2010
9.8%
4.2%
4.3%
7.1%

2016
9.3%
3.8%
6.0%
6.4%

Change in%
-0.5%
-0.4%
+1.7%
-0.7%

Lubec's employment rate of 92.6% in 2000 was the lowest among comparison
communities for that same year. Lubec's employment rate of 91.3% was the second
lowest in 2010 and its employment rate of 89.9% in 2016 was the second highest
employment rate among comparison communities. Between 2010-2016, Lubec's
employment rates went down by 1.4% which was the second highest decrease among
comparison communities with Sullivan's employment rates going down by 0.2%,
Medway's by 5.1 %, and Chesterville's employment rates going down by 0.5% during
that same time frame. Table 4.7 Employment Rates for Lubec and Comparison
Communities below illustrates employment rates for Lubec and its comparison
communities for 2000, 2010, and 2016.
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Table 4.7
Employment Rates for Lubec and Comparison Communities
Communit~
Lubec
Sullivan
Medway
Chesterville

2000
92.6%
94.3%
94.4%
95.5%

2010
91.3 %
93.8%
93.1 %
88.9%

2016
89.9%
93.6%
88.0%
89.4%

Change in%
-1.4%
-0.2%
-5 . 1%
-0.5%

Lubec's stakeholder perceptions confirmed these minimal changes in employment
and unemployment rates since the time of school closure. When municipal officials and
business owners were asked to comment specifically on whether or not they have
detected any difference in the community's overall employment rates since the school
was closed none of those asked said that they saw any differences as employment rates
had always been low.
Community stakeholder perceptions of school closure. In Lubec, all six

participants said, "No" or "Not Really" to the question of whether the school closure had
any positive effects. One business owner stated: "Not really, seems like tax
delinquencies have gone down recently, but that might be it and I think costs haven't
gone down like they thought - just in different places like transportation and tuition."
Another municipal representative stated, "No, property values just keep going up and up
which means we are getting less and less help from the state." One other municipal
representative stated:
No, my taxes certainly haven't gone down like they said they would. I guess I
can see now that students at least have an ability to take more higher-level classes
but kids are now getting on buses at 6:00 a.m. and don't get home until almost
7:00 p.m. It' s really been more negative than positive.
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The responses were a little more mixed when asked if they had seen any negative
changes to the community/business since the school was closed. With this question,
three respondents stated "Yes", two stated "not really" and one said "No". The three that
stated they had seen negative changes were all three municipal representatives. One
stated that: "Yes, we lose our workforce each fall when school starts. Students spending
too much time on a bus, also forcing us to start school too early for both our elementary
and high school students." Another municipal representative stated:
Yes, the biggest unintended consequence of closing the high school is a loss of
identity for the young students who are now having to travel great distances to go
to school somewhere else. They now see themselves as Machias students or
Washington Academy students, not Lubec students. They also now don't have
time for part time jobs after school, which hurts our businesses after school starts
each fall.
One business representative stated, "not really" and then said: It seems like there
have been more younger people leaving town than in the past." And another business
representative who stated "not really" followed up by saying: "I operate a seasonal
business so we close down each fall when the kids go to school. Ifl had to find hired
help year round though I bet this would be an issue." Finally, the one respondent who
stated, "No" in response to this question simply said: "It has always been hard to live in
Lubec. It remains hard."
Case Study Analysis of Monson

Monson is located in Piscataquis County, Maine and incorporated in 1822. The
total town population in 2010 was listed as 686 people spanning over 49 square miles in
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rural Maine. Approximately 77% ofMonson's residents have a high school diploma with
only 11.6% of its residents having a bachelor's degree or higher. The major means of
employment in the community are in the areas of furniture production, construction,
agriculture and tourism. The school was closed in 2009. At that time it had a student
population of 34 students in grades PK-4. The estimated one-time savings of closing the
school was calculated to be $265,397.00.
When three business leaders and three municipal representatives were
interviewed for this study, all six indicated that the primary reason the school was
considered for closure revolved around cost. One municipal representative stated: "SAD
68 just couldn't keep paying the bills for that few students so they closed the school and
they had the votes to do it." A business owner replied: "Decline in student population
and costs to keep the school open were the main issues for closure. I think that there
were some facilities issues that SAD 68 didn't want to deal with and could avoid by
closing the school, so they did." One respondent indicated that although costs were the
primary factor in closing the school, there were significant concerns around travel time
for students that were brought up by parents in the community. They said,
Parents certainly didn't want to see the building closed as they were worried
about long bus rides, but Dover-Foxcroft wanted to see their taxes lowered and
this was the way to do it. The local community didn't have a lot of choice since
Dover's votes far outweighed Monson's.
The community of Monson, lacking the resources to fix the facilities and with a
large portion of the community clamoring for tax reductions, made the difficult choice to
close its elementary school. Elementary school aged children in Monson now travel to
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Sedemocha Elementary School in Dover Foxcroft to attend schools. This school is 40
minutes away.
In order to understand the economic impact of the school closure in Monson, I
examined economic changes according to the six healthy markers described in my
conceptual framework and compared Monson's data to the three sample communities of
Oakfield, New Portland and St. Agatha. These three comparison communities are each
of similar size to the community of Monson but are located in different parts of the state.
The following is a report of my findings of the changes in these healthy markers for
Monson and its comparison communities for the year the school was closed in 2010 and
six years later in 2016.
Change in median workforce age. The median age in Monson rose from 52.0 in

2010 to 55.2 in 2016, an increase of 3.2 years (6.2%). In Oakfield, the median age rose
from 49.3 in 2010 to 45.1 in 2016, an decrease of 4.2 years (-8.5%). In New Portland the
median age rose from 48.7 in 2010 to 56.3 in 2016, an increase of 7.6 years (15.6%) and
in St. Agatha the median age rose from 51.3 in 2010 to 55.6 in 2016, an increase of 5.3
years (8.4%).
The percent of residents between the ages of 25-54, which are typically core
working age levels, decreased by 0.7% between 2010- 2016 in Monson. In Oakfield,
residents between the ages of 25-54 decreased by 3.7%. In New Portland residents
between the ages of 25-54 decreased by 1.2 percent and in St. Agatha residents between
the ages of 25-54 decreased by 14.6 percent. Table 4.8 Monson and Comparison
Communities Change in Median Age illustrates these changes in median age and percent
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breakout of each age group in 2010 and 2016 for the communities of Monson, Oakfield,
New Portland and St. Agatha.
Table 4.8

Monson and Comparison Communities Change in Median Age
Year
2010
2016
Change
2010
2016
Change
2010
2016
Change
2010
2016
Change

Median Age
% Age 25-54
Monson
52.0
33
55.2
26
+3.2yrs
-7 .0%
Oakfield
49.3
39.3
45.1
35.6
-4.2yrs
-3.7%
New Portland
48.7
31.3
56.3
30.1
+7.6yrs
-1.2%
St. A atha
51.3
40.3
55.6
25.7
-14.6%
+8.4yrs

% Age 55+
40.5
48.5
+8.5%
31.5
31.0
-0.5%
42.5
52.5
+10.0%
35.5
46.8
+ 11.3%

Overall, Monson's median age increase of 6.2% was the third highest increase
among comparison communities, and Monson's drop in the percentage of working age
residents of 0. 7% was the lowest drop among the three comparison communities.
Monson's median age of 52.0 was the oldest in 2010, but moved to the third oldest in
2016 with a new median age of 5 5 .2. Over this period of time, Monson had the third
largest percent increase in community members over the age of 55. In 2016, almost 50%
ofMonson's residents were over this age, while 31 % were in Oakland, 52.5% were in
New Portland, and 46.8% were in St. Agatha.
Stakeholder perceptions data in Monson for this indicator were mixed when asked
if they noticed that their community was aging. Two of three municipal officials agreed
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that they felt the community had gotten older since the closure of the school, however the
opposite was true for perception data from business owners where two of three indicated
that they had noticed no change.
Per resident investment in municipal services. In Monson, per resident
spending went up in the areas of education, fire and public works between 2000-2016 and
went down in the area of police protection during that same time frame. The reduction in
per resident spending in the area of police protection is likely due to changes in the cost
sharing structures associated with the sheriffs department police protection provided
through the County. Additionally, the construction of a new salt shed in 2015 likely
contributed to the significant increase seen in public works spending in 2016 fur lhe
community of Monson.
Monson' s per resident spending in the area of education went up by 31 % between
2010-2016, which was tied for the second highest increase among comparison
communities. Manson's per resident spending in the area of police protection went down
by 46% between 2010-2016, which was the highest decrease in spending in this category
among comparison communities. Monson' s per resident spending in the area of fire
protection went up by 16% between 2010-2016, which was the highest increase among
comparison communities. Manson's per resident spending in the area of public works
went up by 119% between 2010-2016, which was the highest increase among comparison
communities.
Table 4.9 Monson and Comparison Communities Change in Municipal Spending
illustrates the percent changes in per resident spending for education, police, fire and
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public works services for the communities of Monson, Oakfield, New Portland and St.
Agatha.
Table 4.9
Monson and Comparison Communities Change in Municipal Spending
Year

Education

2010
2016

$680.02
$893.73
31%

2010
2016

$473.98
$497.61
5%

2010
2016

$668.02
$891.16
33%

2010
2016

$536.50
$702.50
31%

% Change

% Change

% Change

% Change

Police
Monson
$30.12
$16.22
-46%
Oakfield
$17.62
$20.70
17%
New Portland
$28.64
$28.98
1%
St. A atha
$16.35
$18.04
10%

Fire

Public Works

$71.06
$82.69
16%

$417.50
$916.80
39%

$74.93
$79.46
6%

$174.53
$179.18
3%

$111.73
$101.29
-1%

$90.67
$87.33
-4%

$34.02
$38.29
13%

$205.42
$278.34
35%

Between 2010-2016, inflation was 10.1% so an item that cost $1.00 in 2010 cost
$ 1. IO in 2016. When these figures were adjusted for inflation, the percent change
rose. For example, when adjusted for inflation, Monson's percent change in education
spending went from a 31 % increase to a 45% increase, and their percent change in police
protection went from 46% decrease to a 41 % decrease. Each indicator rose by the same
inflationary amount and so comparisons between sample communities and comparison
communities remained the same.
Despite the fact that investment in education, fire and public works had increased
since the school's closure, stakeholders in Monson said that they had seen no change in
municipal services. When municipal officials and business owners were asked to
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comment specifically on whether or not they have detected any difference in the overall
provision of municipal services since the school was closed all three municipal officials
and all three business owners said that they had seen no change in services.
Change in tax commitments (mil rates). Manson's mil rate in 2010 and in 2016

was the lowest overall mil rate among comparison communities. Monson' s mil rate
increased by $2.95 or 24.8% between 2010-2016. Oakfield's mil rate increased by $1.05
or 6.3%, New Portland's mil rate increased by $1 .40 or 9.2% and St. Agatha's mil rate
increased by $1.53 or 11.1 % during this same time frame. Manson's increase in mil rate
between 2010-2016 was the highest increase in dollars and in percent among comparison
communities. Table 4.10 Change in Mil Rates for Monson and Comparison
Communities shows each community's mil rates in 2010 and then again in 2016.

Table 4.10
Change in Mil Rates for Monson and Comparison Communities
Community
Monson
Oakfield
New Portland
St. Agatha

2010 Mil Rate
$11.92
$16.80
$15.18
$13.78

2016 Mil Rate
$14.87
$17.85
$16.58
$15.31

Rate Change
+$2.95
+$1.05
+$1.40
+$1.53

% Change
+24.8%
+6.3%
+9.2%
+11.1%

When municipal officials and business owners were asked to comment specifically on
whether or not they have detected any difference in the community's overall mil rate
since the school was closed all six of those asked said that they had seen no change in
their mil rates.
Change in home values. Home values in Monson and its comparison

communities were compared using Zillow's Home Value Index (ZHVI). In 2010,
Manson's home values were the second highest among comparison communities. In
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2016, Manson's home values were also the second highest among all comparison
communities. Between 2010-2016 Manson's home values decreased by 2.1 %,
Oakfield's increased by 8.8%, New Portland's increased by 21.3% and St. Agatha's
decreased by 13.5%. Manson's decrease of2.1 % in home values between 2010-2016
was the second highest decrease among comparison communities. Table 4.11 Change in
Home Values for Monson and Comparison Communities shows the ZHVI for Monson

and its comparison communities between 2010-2016.
Table 4.11
Change in Home Values for Monson and Comparison Communities
Community
Monson
Oakfield
New Portland
St. Agatha

2010 ZHVI
$94,000.00
$47,800.00
$80,000.00
$99,200.00

2016 ZHVI
$92,000.00
$52,000.00
$97,000.00
$85,800.00

(+/-)
-$2,000.00
+$4,200.00
+ 17,000.00
-$13,400.00

% Change
-2.1%
+8.8%
+21.3%
-13.5%

Manson's community stakeholders' perceptions were in opposition of the data
collected. When municipal officials and business owners were asked to comment
specifically on whether or not they have detected any difference in the community's
overall property value since the school was closed all six said that they had seen an
overall increase in property values.
Change in livable wage income. Manson's percentage of families earning a

livable wage between $35,000 - $49,999 in 2000 was the 2nd highest among comparison
communities. In 2010 Manson's percentage of families earning between $35,000 $49,999 was the lowest among comparison communities and in 2016 the percentage of
families earning between $35,000 - $49,999 in Monson was the second highest. The
percentage of families earning between $35,000 - $49,999.00 in Monson decreased by
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0.5% between 2010-2016, the lowest percent decrease among comparison communities
as Oakfield saw a decrease of 4. 7%, New Portland a decrease of 1.8% and St. Agatha a
decrease of 3.7% during this same time frame. Table 4.12 Monson and Comparison
Communities ' Change in Livable Wage shows the percentage of households with median
incomes between $35,000.00 - $49,999.00 for 2000, 2010 and 2016 and the percent of
change from 2010 to 2016.
Table 4.12
Monson and Comparison Communities' Change in Livable Wage
Community
Monson
Oakfit:lu
New Portland
St. Agatha

2000
17.9%
13.7%
21.3%
17.1%

2010
15.3%
15.7%
23.8%
15.8%

2016
14.8%
11.0%
22.0%
12.1%

Change in%
-0.5%
-4.7%
-1.8%
-3.7%

The slight decrease in livable wage income since the time of school closure was
not noticed by the Monson community stakeholders who were interviewed. When
municipal officials and business owners were asked to comment specifically on whether
or not they have detected any difference in the community's overall median income since
the school was closed two of three municipal stakeholders and two of three business
owners indicated that they had seen no overall changes in median income.
Change in unemployment/employment levels. Monson's unemployment rates

in 2000 were the highest among all comparison communities. In 2010, Monson's
unemployment rates were the second lowest and in 2016 Monson's unemployment rates
were the second highest among comparison communities. Between 2010-2016, Monson's
unemployment rates increased by 0.9% which was the second highest increase in
unemployment rates among comparison communities. During this same time frame,
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Oakfield saw their unemployment levels increase by 1.6%, New Portland saw their
unemployment rates decrease by 2.5% and St. Agatha saw their unemployment rates
increase by 0.5%. Table 4.13 Unemployment Rates for Monson and Comparison
Communities shows Manson's unemployment rates compared to comparison

communities. Table 4.13
Unemployment Rates for Monson and Comparison Communities
Community
Monson

2000
9.8%

2010
5.7%

2016
6.6%

Oakfield
New Portland
St. Agatha

3.7%
3.5%
3.5%

6.3%
6.1%
3.0%

7.9%
3.6%
3.5%

Change in%
+0.9%
+1.6%
-2.5%
+0.5%

Manson's employment rate of 91.2% in 2000 was the lowest among comparison
communities for that same year. Manson's employment rate of 96.3% was the highest in
2010 and its employment rate of 93.4% in 2016 was the 2nd highest employment rate
among comparison communities. Between 2010-2016 Monson's employment rates went
down by 2.9% which was the 2nd highest decrease among comparison communities with
Oakfield's employment rates going down by 0.5%, New Portland's employment rate
went up by 3.3% and St. Agatha's employment rates going down by 4.1 % during that
same time frame. Table 4.14 Employment Rates for Monson and Comparison
Communities below illustrates employment rates for Monson and its comparison

communities for 2000, 2010, and 2016.
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Table 4.14
Employment Rates for Monson and Comparison Communities
Community

2000

2010

2016

Change in%

Monson
Oakfield
New Portland
St. Agatha

91.2%
92.4%
94.5%
93.7%

96.3%
86.7%
90.4%
93.5%

93.4%
86.2%
93.7%
89.4%

-2.9%
-0.5%
+3.3%
-4.1%

Manson's stakeholder perceptions aligned with these minimal changes in
employment and unemployment rates since the time of the school closure. When
municipal officials and business owners were asked to comment specifically on whether
or not they have detected any difference in the community's overall employment rates
since the school was closed two of three municipal officials and two of three business
owners said that they saw no differences in employment or unemployment rates since the
school's closure. They had always been low and remained low.
Community stakeholder perceptions of school closure. In Monson, five of the

six respondents said, "Yes" they could see some positive outcomes from the vote while
one stated that they couldn't see any positive outcomes. The one who stated they
couldn't see any positive outcomes was a municipal representative. The five who stated
they could see positive outcomes were all referring to a unique situation in the
community of Monson. Since the closure of the school, Monson became the recipient of
a multi-million dollar grant by the Libra foundation, which began in 2016. Several
participants felt strongly that if the school had not been closed, they would not have
qualified for these grant funds .
One municipal representative said it best when they stated:
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We have seen positive outcomes with Libra Foundation, yes ... they have come in
and done beautiful work in our community, but before that there was definitely
nothing positive going on and in fact, our little community was on a death march
or at least it seemed that way.
A business leader echoed this sentiment when they said: "Yes, once the school
was closed it was used as a community center for a short period of time and then came
the Libra Foundation and WOW .. .look at us now!"
There were mixed opinions in Monson. When asked if folks had seen any
negative changes to community/businesses since the school closed, four said, "Yes" and
two said "No". Of the four that said yes, two were municipal representatives and two
were business representatives. One municipal representative stated:
Yes, the school stood empty for years while we paid over $750,000 to bus
students to Dover. Only after five years did the Libra Foundation step in - thank
goodness." A business owner replied: Yes, the cost of transportation is high in
our school budget so our taxes haven't gone down, at least not like folks said they
would. Also, it's been hard to get young families to move in due to the issue of
transportation, at least until just recently with the Libra Foundation coming on
board. If it wasn't for that, not sure where this community would be right now.
One municipal representative who responded "No" to question three provided some
interesting context when they stated that,
By 2006 there were only three businesses operating in Monson, a far cry from the
20 plus that used to be here before the high school closed (1969) and before
Moosehead Furniture closed (2005) and the logging industry tanked. Where we
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are now, I think has little to do with the elementary school closing or staying
open. That ship had already sailed.
Case Study Analysis of Starks

Starks is located in Somerset County, Maine and was incorporated in 1795. The
total town population in 2010 was listed as 640 people spanning over 32.13 square miles
in rural Maine. Approximately 62% of its residents have a high school diploma with
27% of its residents having a bachelor's degree or higher. The major means of
employment in the community are in the areas of construction, and paper, with
agriculture/forestry areas as a close second. The school was closed in 2010. At the time,
it had a student population of 22 students in grades Pk-3. The estimale<l one-lime saviags
of closing the school was calculated to be $194,834.51.
When three business leaders and three municipal representatives were interviewed
for this study, all six respondents agreed that financial savings was the primary factor for
closing their school. One municipal representative stated that the closure was made for
financial reasons. They said, "SAD 53 wanted the school closed for years, they did a
"slow choke" and just kept moving grade levels out slowly until there were under 30 kids
left and we then had no choice but to close." A business owner stated that,
The school was closed for financial reasons and looking back, it was a good thing
the school was closed because it woke this community up and started the process
to withdraw from SAD 53 and to move over to RSU 9 in Farmington where we
saw real cost savings and improvements in programming for our kids rather than
being seen as second class citizens.
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Another businessperson agreed that cost cutting was the primary factor, but mirrored the
"cup half-full" sentiment shared by many in the community when she stated:
There were only 9-11 students per class when the school closed. The big focus
was on cost savings, but I have to think now, especially with our withdrawal from
MSAD 53, that students are getting much better programming in RSU 9.
The community of Starks, lacking resources but seeing an opportunity to improve
educational experiences for their students while saving the community money, made the
difficult choice to close their elementary school. Elementary school students who once
had been transported to Madison (part ofMSAD 53) are now transported to Farmington
for school. The difference in ride time for students on buses was minimal and many
residents felt as though the Farmington school district offered more opportunities and
better services for their children.
In order to understand the economic impact of the school closure in Starks, I
examined economic changes according to the six healthy markers described in my
conceptual framework and compared Stark's data to the three sample communities of
Mercer, Mattawamkeag, and Otis. These three comparison communities are each of
similar size to the community of Starks but are located in different parts of the state. The
following is a report of my findings of the changes in these healthy markers for Starks
and its comparison communities for the year the elementary school closed in 2010 and
six years later in 2016.

Change in median workforce age. The median age in Starks rose from 37.3 in
2010 to 44.7 in 2016, an increase of 7.4 years (19.8%). In Mercer, the median age rose
from 52.8 in 2010 to 53.7 in 2016, an increase of 0.9 years (1.7%). In Mattawamkeag the
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median age rose from 46.3 in 2010 to 50.3 in 2016, an increase of 4.0 years (8.6%) and in
Otis the median age decreased from 51.4 in 2010 to 50.2 in 2016, a decrease of 1.2 years
(-2.3%).
The percent of residents between the ages of 25-54, which are typically core
working age levels, increased by 3 .1 % between 2010 - 2016 in Starks. In Mercer,
residents between the ages of 25-54 increased by 10.6%. In Mattawamkeag residents
between the ages of 25-54 decreased by 2.2%, and in Otis residents between the ages of
25-54 increased by 7.8%.
Table 4.15 Starks and Comparison Communities' Change in Median Age
illustrates the changes in median age and percent breakout of each age group in 2010 and
2016 for the communities of Starks, Mercer, Mattawamkeag and Otis.
Table 4.15

Starks and Comparison Communities Change in Median Age
Year
2010
2016
Change
2010
2016
Change
2010
2016
Change
2010
2016
Change

% Age 25-54
Starks
40.9
37.3
44
44.7
-3.1%
+7.4yrs
Mercer
25.3
52.8
53.7
35.9
+10.6%
+0.9yrs
Mattawamkeag
38.8
46.3
36.6
50.3
-2.2%
+4.0yrs
Otis
51.4
37.6
45.4
50.2
+7.8%
-1.2yrs

Median Age

% Age 55+
24.8
32.7
+7.9%
42.0
42.4
+0.4%
32.9
37.0
+4.1%
36.1
36.9
+0.8%

ECONOMIC IMP ACTS OF SCHOOL CLOSURE

71

Overall, Stark's median age increase of 19.8% was the highest increase among
comparison communities, and Stark's increase in the percentage of working age residents
of 3 .1 % was the second lowest among the three comparison communities. Stark's
median age of 3 7 .3 in 2010 remained the lowest median age in 2016 with a median age of
44.7. Over this period of time, Starks had the largest increase in community members
over the age of 55. In 2016, 32. 7% of Stark's residents were over this age. In Mercer
42.4% were over the age of 55. In Mattawamkeag it was 37%, and in Otis, it was 36.9%.
Most community stakeholders in Starks however perceived things a bit differently
than the actual numbers suggest. When municipal officials and business owners were
asked to comment specifically on whether or not they have detected any difference in the
overall age of the population in Starks since the school was closed, two of three
municipal officials and two of three business owners said that they felt as though the
community had gotten younger since the school had closed.

Investment in municipal services. In Starks, per resident spending went up in
the areas of police, fire and public works between 2000-2016 and went down in the area
of education during that same time frame. Starks was the only community of all three
sample communities that saw a decrease in education spending between 2010 when their
school was closed and 2016.
Stark's per resident spending in the area of education went down by 7% between
2010-2016, which was the lowest increase among comparison communities. Starks's per
resident spending in the area of police protection went up by 11 % between 2010-2016,
which was the 2 nd highest increase in spending in this category among comparison
communities. Starks's per resident spending in the area of fire protection went up by 8%
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between 2010-2016, which was the second lowest increase among comparison
communities. Stark's per resident spending in the area of public works went down by
14% between 2010-2016, which was the highest decrease among comparison
communities.

Table 4.16 Starks and Comparison Communitie's Change in Municipal Spending
illustrates the percent changes in per resident spending for education, police, fire and
public works services for the communities of Starks, Mercer, Mattawamkeag, and Otis.
Table 4.16
Starks and Comparison Communities ' Change in Municipal Spending
Year

Education

2010
2016

$629.92
$583 . 19
-7%

2010
2016

$694.80
$835.42
20%

2010
2016

$580.00
$581.28
0.2%

2010
2016

$1,329.24
$1,404.19
6%

% Change

% Change

% Change

% Change

Police
Starks
$163.57
$180.97
11%
Mercer
$132.47
$153.26
16%
Mattawamkeag
$187.79
$163.25
-13%
Otis
$197.30
$170.47
-14%

Fir~

Publil: Works

$68.69
$73 .97
8%

$365.43
$315.11
-14%

$31.64
$35.88
13%

$152.90
$366.50
139%

$61.82
$84.36
36%

$96.85
$136.47
41 %

$101.56
$107.19
6%

$152.84
$134.58
-12%

Between 2010-2016, inflation was 10.1 % so an item that cost $ 1.00 in 2010 cost
$ I. 10 in 2016. When these figures were adjusted for inflation, the percent change

rose. For example, Stark's percent change in education spending decreased from 7% to a
decrease of just 2% and their percent change in police protection changed from an
increase of 11 % to an increase of 22%. Each indicator rose by the same inflationary

ECONOMIC IMPACTS OF SCHOOL CLOSURE

73

amount and so comparisons between sample communities and comparison communities
remained the same.
Despite the fact that Starks was the only community to see a decrease in education
spending, community stakeholders seemed not to notice. When municipal officials and
business owners were asked to comment specifically on whether or not they have
detected any difference in the overall provision of municipal services since the school
was closed all said that they had seen no change in services or in costs of those services.
Change in tax commitments (mil rates). Stark's mil rate in 2010 was the

highest among comparison communities and in 2016 it was the second highest among
comparison communities. Stark's mil rate decreased by $2.90 or -15.8% between 20102016. Mercer's mil rate increased by $0.36 or 2.5%; Mattawamkeag's mil rate increased
by $1.49 or 8.4%, and Otis's mil rate increased by $2.01 or 28.8% during this same time
frame. Starks's decrease in mil rate between 2010-2016 was the highest decrease in
dollars and in percent among comparison communities. Table 4.17 Change in Mil Rates
for Starks and Comparison Communities shows each community's mil rates in 2010 and

then again in 2016.
Table 4.17
Change in Mil Rates for Starks and Comparison Communities
Community
Starks
Mercer
Mattawamkeag
Otis

2010 Mil Rate
$18.38
$14.47
$17.80
$6.97

2016 Mil Rate
$15.46
$14.83
$19.29
$8.98

Rate Change
-$2.90
+$0.36
+$1.49
+$2.01

% Change
-15.8%
+2.5%
+8.4%
+28.8%

When municipal officials and business owners were asked to comment
specifically on whether or not they have detected any difference in the community's
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overall mil rate since the school was closed all three municipal officials and all three
business owners said that they had seen no change in their mil rates and that they seemed
stable.
Change in home values. Home values in Starks and its comparison communities

were compared using Zillow's Home Value Index (ZHVI). In 2010, Starks's home
values were the second lowest among comparison communities. In 2016, Starks's home
values were also the second lowest among all comparison communities. Between 20102016, Starks's home values decreased by 18.3%; Mercer's home values increased by
5.8%; Mattawamkeag's home values increased by 6.3%, and Otis' home values increased
by 6.8%. Starks's decrease of 18.3% in home values between 2010-2016 was the highest
decrease among comparison communities. Table 4.18 Change in Home Values for Starks
and Comparison Communities shows the ZHVI for Starks and its comparison

communities between 2010-2016.
Table 4.18
Change in Home Values for Starks and Comparison Communities
Community
Starks
Mercer
Mattawamkeag
Otis

2010 ZHVI
$97,000.00
$138,000.00
$70,100.00
$147 000.00

2016 ZHVI
$79,300.00
$146,000.00
$74,500.00
$157,000.00

(+/-)
-$17,700.00
+$8,000.00
+$4,400.00
+$10,000.00

% Change
-18.3%
+5.8%
+6.3%
+6.8%

Even though state property values show a significant increase in Starks, and home
value index information shows a significant decrease in value, perceptions data
contradicts both. When municipal officials and business owners were asked to comment
specifically on whether or not they have detected any difference in the community's
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overall home values since the school was closed all three municipal officials and all three
business owners stated that they had seen no change since the closure of the school.

Change in livable wage income. Starks's percentage of families earning
between $35,000 - $49,999 in 2000 was the second highest among comparison
communities. In 2010 and again in 2016 Starks's percentage of families earning between
$35,000 - $49,999 was the highest among comparison communities. The percentage of
families earning between $35,000 - $49,999.00 in Starks decreased by -8.3% between
2010-2016, the second highest percent decrease among comparison communities as
Mercer saw a decrease of 0.5%, Mattawamkeag saw a decrease of9.6% and Otis saw an
increase of 6.0% during this same time frame. Table 4.19 Starks and Comparison

Communities' Change in Livable Wage shows the percentage of households with median
incomes between $35,000.00 - $49,999.00 for 2000, 2010 and 2016 and the percent of
change from 2010 to 2016.
Table 4.19

Starks and Comparison Communities' Change in Livable Wage
Community
Starks
Mercer
Mattawamkeag
Otis

2000
15.3%
18.9%
14.5%
11.1%

2010
26.5%
18.1%
20.6%
10.6%

2016
18.2%
17.6%
11.0%
16.6%

Change in%
-8.3%
-0.5%
-9.6%
+6.0%

Once again, perceptions data does not seem to line up with the economic data.
Even though the economic data indicates that the number of families in Starks earning a
living wage actually decreased by 8.3%, when municipal officials and business owners
were asked to comment specifically on whether or not they have detected any difference
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in the community's overall median income since the school was closed all six
participants stated that they had seen an increase in median income.
Change in unemployment/employment levels. Stark's unemployment rates in
2000, 2010 and 2016 were the highest among all comparison communities. Between
2010-2016, Starks's unemployment rates increased by 10.8% which was the highest
increase in unemployment rates among comparison communities. During this same time
frame, Mercer saw their unemployment levels increase by 2.1 %; Mattawamkeag saw
their unemployment rates increase by 0.3%, and Otis saw their unemployment rates
decrease by -1.1 %. Table 4.20 Unemployment Rates for Starks and Comparison
Communities shows Starks's unemployment rates compared to comparison communities.
Table 4.20
Unemployment Rates for Starks and Comparison Communities
2000
Commun it~
9.2%
Starks
1.8%
Mercer
5.6%
Mattawamkeag
3.9%
Otis
* Madison Paper mill closed in 2015

2010
8.5%
1.8%
8.1%
4.7%

2016
19.3%
3.9%
8.4%
3.6%

Change in%
+10.8%
+2.1%
+0.3%
-1.1%

Starks's employment rate of 92.7% in 2000, 84.6% in 2010 and 86.6% in 2016
was the second lowest of all comparison communities for those same years. Between
2010-2016 Starks's employment rates went up by 2.0% which was the second highest
increase among comparison communities with Mercer's employment rates going down
by 4.2%; Mattawamkeag's employment rate decreasing by -0.1 %, and Otis's
employment rates going up by 3.0% during that same time frame. Table 4.21
Employment Rates for Starks and Comparison Communities below illustrates
employment rates for Starks and its comparison communities for 2000, 2010, and 2016.
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Table 4.21

Employment Rates for Starks and Comparison Communities
Community
Starks
Mercer
Mattawamkeag
Otis

2000
92.7%
97.2%
88.8%
94.0%

2010
84.6%
96.5%
84.0%
92.0%

2016
86.6%
92.3%
83.9%
95.0%

Change in%
+2.0%
-4.2%
-0.1%
+3.0%

Starks's stakeholder perceptions disagreed with these economic findings. When
municipal officials and business owners were asked to comment specifically on whether
or not they have detected any difference in the community's overall employment rates
since the school was closed all six said that they felt as though employment rates were
higher even while economic data shows a double digit increase in unemployment
between 2010-2016.

Community stakeholder perceptions of school closure. In Starks, all six
respondents replied, "Yes" to seeing positive results to their school's closure, although all
agreed it had more to do with the closure prompting them to withdraw from MSAD 63
and join RSU 9 than anything else. One municipal representative stated:
In the first year of joining RSU 9, we saved over $93,000.00! As a result of the
school closing, it brought our community together to go against MSAD 53 and
work to provide our children a higher quality education in our new partnership
with RSU 9. Although we didn't want our school to close, we can now see the
benefits.
One business owner said: "With the mill closed in Madison, I think lots of our families
have found work in the Farmington area, and now their children are there too."
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All six respondents answered, "No," they don't see negative consequences to their
school being closed although all agreed that they didn't want to see the school closed at
the time. One business representative stated:
To be honest, we took what could have been a bad situation and flipped it to a
good one. We now have an active community center where the school was, we
run summer programs and literacy programs through it and our children are
getting a higher quality education in RSU 9.
A municipal representative stated that,
Transportation time is the same between Madison and RSU 9. Quality of
education is way better in RSU 9. I have no complaints about switching districts
and in fact I think we are getting more folks taking notice of Starks as a result.
It's a great community.
Summary of Findings

The purpose of this research study was to examine the economic impact of school
closure on three rural communities in Maine. Below is a summary of findings for each of
the three sample communities studied.
Lubec. Lubec closed its high school in 2010 as a measure to cut costs and to save

taxes. Lubec's per resident spending on municipal services went up in the areas of
education, fire and public works in the years following the school closure and went down
in the area of police protection during that same time frame. Lubec' s per resident
spending in the area of education went up by 24% between 2010-2016, which was the
lowest increase among comparison communities. Community perceptions indicated that
services remained stagnant but costs had continued to increase in this area.
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Lubec's median age increase of 4.1 % was the third highest increase among
comparison communities. Lubec's drop in the percept ofresidents between the ages of
25-54, which are typically core working age levels, dropped by 14.1 % between 20102016. This was the highest drop among comparison communities. Community
perceptions aligned with median age data in that the majority of stakeholders agreed the
community had gotten older when in fact it had.
Lubec's mil rate in 2010 and 2016 was the second highest overall mil rate among
comparison communities. Lubec's increase in mil rate between 2010-2016 was the
lowest increase in dollars and the second lowest increase in percent among comparison
communities. Community perceptions indicated that the majority of stakeholders felt as
though their taxes had continued to go up since the school's closure, which was true, but
based on the data collected, their taxes did not go up at a rate inconsistent with
comparison communities of similar size in Maine.
Lubec's home values were the highest among comparison communities in 2010
and in 2016. Lubec's ZHVI increase between 2010-2016 was the highest among
comparison communities. Community perceptions aligned well to the economic data
collected in that all six stakeholders indicated that property values had continued to
increase in their community since the closure of the school.
Lubec's percentage of population earning between $35,000 - $49,999 in 2010 was
the lowest among comparison communities and in 2016 it was the second lowest
percentage. Lubec's increase in the percentage of population earning between $35,000 $49,999 was the highest percent increase among comparison communities between 20102016. Community perceptions did not share this sense of prosperity however and all six
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stakeholders interviewed indicated that they felt as though median income had always
been low in Lubec and that it remained low.
Lubec' s unemployment rates were the highest among all comparison communities
for 2010 and 2016. Lubec's decrease in unemployment rates between 2010-2016 was the
second highest decrease among comparison communities. Lubec's employment rate in
2010 was the second lowest employment rate among comparison communities and in
2016 Lubec's employment rate was the second highest among comparison communities.
Lubec's employment rate decrease between 2010-2016 was the second highest decrease
among comparison communities. Once again, community perceptions indicated that
there had been no real change in employment or unemployment in Lubec since the school
had closed as stakeholders indicated that Lubec's rates had always been low and that they
remained low.
Monson. Monson closed its elementary school in 2010 as a measure to cut costs
and to save taxes. Monson's per resident spending on municipal services went up in the
areas of education, fire and public works in the years following school closure and went
down in the area of police protection during that same time frame. Monson's per resident
spending in the area of education went up by 31 % which was the second highest among
comparison communities. Community perceptions indicated that services had remained
stagnant as had costs.
Munson's median age increased by 6.2% between 2010-2016, which was the
second lowest increase among comparison communities. The percent of residents
between the ages of 25-54, which are typically core working age levels decreased by
0.7% between 2010-2016 which was the lowest decrease in this age population among
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comparison communities. Community perceptions aligned well with economic data in
this category with the majority of stakeholders interviewed indicating that the community
had gotten older since the closure of its school.
Monson' s mil rate in both 2010 and in 2016 was the lowest mil rate among all
comparison communities. Between 2010-2016, Monson's mil rate went up by 24.8%
which was the highest increase among comparison communities. Community
stakeholders didn't perceive this increase was significant though as those interviewed
said that they had seen no discernable change in mil rates since the closure of the school.
Monson's home values were the second highest among comparison communities
for 2010 and 2016. Monson's decrease of2.1 % in home values between 2010-2016 was
the second highest decrease among comparison communities. This data is in direct
opposition to the community perceptions in Monson where all six participants responded
that they felt as though property values had increased on Monson since the closure of the
school.
Monson's percentage of families earning between $35,000 - $49,999 in 2010 was
the lowest among comparison communities and in 2016 it was the second highest.
Monson's decrease in the percentage of families earning between $35,000 - $49,999
between 2010-2016 was the lowest percent decrease among comparison communities
which is comparatively good. Community perceptions aligned well with the economic
data in that the majority of stakeholders responded that they hadn't seen any changes in
median income in their community since the closure of the school because it has always
been low and they felt that it remained low.
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Manson's unemployment rates were the second lowest in 2010 and in 2016
among comparison communities. Manson's unemployment rate increase between 20102016 of 0.9% was the second highest increase in unemployment rates among comparison
communities. Manson's employment rate in 2010 was the highest among comparison
communities and second highest among comparison communities in 2016. Between
2010-2016 Manson's employment rates went down by 2.92% which was the second
highest decrease among comparison communities. Once again community perceptions
aligned well with the economic data in that the majority of stakeholders interviewed felt
as though employment rates had always been low in Monson and that they remained low
after the school's closure.

Starks. Starks closed its elementary school in 2010 as a measure to cut costs and
save taxes. Starks' s per resident spending on municipal services went up in the areas of
police, fire and public works between 2010-2016 and went down in the area of education
during that same time frame. Starks is the only community of the three sample
communities that saw a decrease in education spending after its school closed. Starks's
per resident spending in the area of education went down by 7% between 2010-2016
which was the lowest increase among comparison communities. Community perceptions
indicated that services had remained stagnant as had costs.
The median age in Starks rose from 37.3 in 2010 to 44.7 in 2016, an increase of
19.8%. This increase was the highest increase among comparison communities. The
percent ofresidents between the ages of 25-54, which are typically core working age
levels, increased by 1.6% between 2010-2016 which was the lowest among comparison
communities. Community perceptions did not match the economic data in this category
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as the majority of stakeholders interviewed felt as though the community of Starks had
gotten younger since the closure of its school in 2010.
Starks' s mil rate in 2010 was the highest among comparison communities and in
2016 it was the second highest. Starks's decrease in mil rate between 2010-2016 of
15.8% was the highest decrease among comparison communities. Community
perceptions indicated that stakeholders felt mil rates were stable in Starks since the
closure of the school, which does not match the economic data compiled.
Starks' s home values in 2010 and 2016 were the second lowest among
comparison communities. Stark's decrease of 18.3% in HVI between 2010-2016 was the
highest decrease among comparison communities. Perceptions data indicated that
property values remained stable after the closure of the school, which does not align with
either state values, which show significant increases or HVI data which shows significant
decreases.
The percentage of Starks families earning between $35,000-49,999 in 2010 and
in 2016 was the highest among comparison communities. Starks's decrease of 8.3%
between 2010-2016 was the second highest decrease among comparison communities.
Perceptions data here seems more optimistic whereby all six participants felt as though
incomes were highest in Starks since the closure of the school.
Stark's unemployment rates in 2010 and 2016 were the highest among all
comparison communities. Stark's increase in unemployment rates between 2010-2016
were the highest increases among comparison communities. Stark's employment rates in
2010 and 2016 were the second highest among comparison communities and its increase
in employment rates between 2010-2016 were the second highest among comparison
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communities. Perceptions data seems to align with employment data since all six
participants felt as though employment rates had gotten higher since the school's closure
in 2010.
In the next chapter I discuss the conclusions of this research to determine whether
or not the closure of schools had any influence or not in these healthy economic markers.
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Chapter 5: Conclusions and Implications
The purpose of this study was to examine the economic impact of school closure
on three rural communities in Maine. This chapter reports the conclusions I have drawn
from this study and its implications. First, I discuss the findings from the case studies
with respect to the impact that school closure has on a community. This is followed by
proposed implications for this research and additional research that may be needed.

Impact of School Closure on the Economic Health of a Community
In this section, I discuss the impact of school closure on the economic health of
the community. I compare the findings for each of the six healthy economic marker data
sets collected for each sample community to their comparison communities for changes
seen between 2010-2016 in order to determine whether there are patterns across the cases
to suggest whether school closure had an impact.

Change in median workforce age. Each sample community's findings in the
area of median age didn't really stand out from comparison communities of similar size
in Maine. Lubec's median age increase of 7.7% was the third highest increase among its
comparison communities. Monson's median age increase of 6.2% was the second lowest
increase among comparison communities. The median age in Starks increased by 19.8%
which was the highest among comparison communities.
Because Starks increase was the highest, Monson's increase was the lowest, and
Lubec's increase was the third highest among comparison communities, I could not
conclude whether their percentage increase was due to the school closure in their
community. In order to further understand whether school closure had an impact, I
examined the change in the median age of residents who are typically core working age,
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between the ages of 25-54, from 2010 when the schools closed and six years later in
2016. The percent of working age residents in Lubec dropped by 14.1 %, the highest drop
among comparison communities. In Monson, the percent of working age residents
decreased by 0. 7% which was the lowest drop among comparison communities. In
Starks, the percent of working age residents increased by 3 .1 % which was the second
lowest among comparison communities.
Based upon these data, there seems to be no evidence of impact to sample
communities as a result of the closure of the school. Although the median age and the
percentage of community members over the age of 55 increased in each of the sample
communities, I found the same was true for most of the comparative communilies in
Maine with similar population sizes. With the exception of Starks where community
stakeholders felt as though the community had gotten younger, community stakeholder
perceptions aligned well with median age economic data in that the majority of
stakeholders agreed the community had gotten older when in fact it had.
Per resident investment in municipal services. All three sample communities
increased investment in all four areas of municipal services, except Starks whose
spending on education went down after the school was closed. For each of the three
sample communities, these investments on municipal services were in line with the
spending in their comparison communities. Public works was the only category where
the sample communities' per resident expenditures was the highest among all other
comparison communities since the closure of schools. Based upon these data, there
seems to be no evidence of a negative economic impact to sample communities based
solely upon the closure of the school. Rather as the perceptions of community
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stakeholders across all three communities indicated, municipal services neither increased
or decreased since the closure of schools but remained stagnant.

Change in mil rates. Overall, six years after their schools closed, the mil rates
for each of the three sample communities aligned with those of their comparison
communities. Lubec had the second highest mil rates among its comparison communities
as did Starks while Monson had the lowest mil rates amongst its comparison
communities. Lubec's mil rates either went up at a lower rate than comparison
communities and Stark's mil rates went down at a lower rate than comparison
communities while Monson's increase was the highest among comparison communities.
Perceptions data in Lubec indicated that community stakeholders felt like mil rates
continued to climb while in Monson and Starks perceptions data indicated no real change
in mil rates. In reality, Lubec's increases were the lowest across comparison
communities and changes occurred in both Monson and Starks although in entirely
opposite directions with Manson's mil rates increasing at the highest rate among
comparison communities while Starks saw the highest decrease in mil rates among
comparison communities. Based upon this data there seems to be no evidence of a
negative economic impact to sample communities based solely upon the closure of the
school.

Change in home values. There is no clear pattern in the data across the three
sample communities in relationship to their comparison communities. In the years
following school closure, Lubec's home values were the highest among comparison
communities. Monson's home values were the second highest among comparison
communities for 2010 and 2016. However, there was a decrease of2.1% in Monson's
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home values following school closure. Yet, this doesn't necessarily mean that Monson' s
HVI was impacted by the school closure as Monson was one of two comparison
communities whose property values decreased during that time period. Starks' HVI
home rankings saw the lowest decrease among comparison communities. Community
perceptions in Starks indicated that the majority had seen no change in property values
since the closure of the school. Based upon these data, there seems to be no evidence of a
negative economic impact to sample communities based solely upon the closure of the
school and whether accurate or not, community stakeholders did not perceive that their
school's closure had an impact upon property values as they felt as though property
values had increased since the closure of their schools.
Change in livable wage income. Like the other economic markers, the median

income for each of the three sample communities aligned with those of their comparison
communities the years following their school closures. In 2016, Lubec's percentage of
families earning a living wage was the second lowest among comparison communities
while Monson's was second highest among comparison communities, and Starks
remained the highest among their comparative communities. In terms of the changes that
occurred between 2010-2016 Lubec's increase in the percentage of families earning a
living wage was the highest increase among its comparison communities. The
percentage of families in Monson and Starks who were earning a living wage decreased
following the school closure but the percentage decreased in their comparison
communities as well so this decrease cannot necessarily be attributed to their school
closures.

ECONOMIC IMPACTS OF SCHOOL CLOSURE

89

Community stakeholder perceptions of the impact of the school closures on the
median incomes in their communities was missed. In Lubec and Monson, community
stakeholders suggested that members of each community hadn't seen changes in median
income in their communities since the closure of the schools. Overall, they felt that
median incomes had always been low and that it remained low. This was an interesting
finding for Lubec since that community has the highest percent increase in median
income amongs its comparison communities in the years following the school's closure.
In Starks, their sense of optimism matched up with the economic data as the majority of
their stakeholders felt as though median income had increased since the school had
closed. Based upon these data related to changes in the communities' median income,
there seems to be no evidence of a negative economic impact to sample communities
based solely upon the closure of the school.
Change in employment/unemployment levels. There appears to be no clear

themes in the employment and unemployment data collected that points to sample
communities experiencing these economic conditions differently than their similarly
sized comparison communities. With respect to unemployment, Lubec saw the second
highest increase in unemployment in the years following its school closure. Monson' s
unemployment rates increased. Its unemployment rate increases were the second highest
among comparison communities. Stark's unemployment rates and percent increase in
unemployment rates stood out. In the years following school closure, they were the
highest among its comparison communities. However, this is less likely to do with the
school closure than the closure of the Madison Paper Mill in 2015.
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None of the sample communities' employment data stood out from the data from
their comparison communities. Although its employment rates were the second lowest,
Stark's employment rates were among one of two of the comparison communities to have
an increase in the percentage employed between the years 2010-2016. Lubec and
Monson both saw decreases in their employment rates, and for each of those
communities, their decreases were the second highest among comparison communities.
Community stakeholder perceptions in both Lubec and Monson indicated that the
majority felt as though employment rates had always been low and there were no changes
since the schools closed while the economic data indicate that employment levels
dropped in both communilies. In Slarks, i.;ummuuity perceptions aligned nicely with
employment data collected in that all stakeholders indicated they felt as though
employment had gone up since the school's closure. Of course for that same time frame,
unemployment rates for Starks also went up significantly. Based upon this data, there
seems to be no evidence of a negative economic impact to sample communities based
solely upon the closure of the school.

Conclusions and Suggested Next Steps
In Thomas Lyson's 2002 study of rural communities in New York State, he found
that there was a discernable difference in median income and property values between
those communities that had schools and those that did not have schools. He found that
municipal infrastructure was more developed and that employment levels were higher in
small villages with schools vs. those without. The only two indicates that were used in
this study that were not used in Lyson's study were median age and mil rates. In the four
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economic markers that do match up, however Lyson found a definite increase in all four
categories for small communities that had schools vs. those that did not.
In this study, after having collected economic marker data for each of three
sample communities in Maine who closed their schools in 2010 and after having
compared this same data to three comparative communities of similar sizes during the
same time frame, there is no data to suggest that a discemable negative economic impact
was created in any of the three sample communities that was directly related to the
closure of their schools. The research question for this study was: What impact does the
school closure have on the economic health of a community? After having collected data
on six healthy economic markers and after having interviewed six stakeholders in each
sample community and compared economic data to comparison communities of similar
size in Maine, this study would indicate that the answer to the research question is that
the closure of a school, at least in these communities did not have a direct negative
economic impact on the community.
So what did this research find? One important piece of information that this
research had findings similar to studies previously conducted in urban areas. Even though
schools were closed to "save money" and "reduce taxes" the fact of the matter is that in
two of the three communities studied (Lubec and Monson) this cost savings never
occurred, nor did a reduction in taxes. The only sample community that saw a decrease
in educational costs was Starks.
After collecting all this data, more questions seem to have been created than
answers. Question such as: Did teachers and other staff at the school that was closed not
live in that community or were they able to get jobs in other communities so that they
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didn't have to take their earning power away? Did other economic factors have larger
contributions to the school's closure? For example, in Monson - did the investment of the
Libra foundation deter more significant economic downturn in this community? Will the
Madison mill closure in 2015 show a more significant impact to the economic conditions
of Starks than did the closure of their school? Do rural communities struggle for reasons
that are unrelated to school closures? What might the data have said differently if
another ten years goes by to make comparisons? Do the grade levels of the schools being
closed have a different impact? What impact does a community's attitude towards the
school's closure have on the actual economic conditions that are created?
As Maine's student populations continue to uedine am.I as uur median age
continues to increase significant workforce shortages are likely to occur. These
workforce shortages have the potential to create economic impacts upon our
communities. Because of these changing demographics and economic conditions, the
likelihood is high that pressures to close schools, especially in rural parts of Maine will
continue to increase. It will become even more important to answer the questions posed
in this research as many more communities will struggle to answer the question for
themselves: Should we close our school or not and what are the economic implications
of our decision?
Overall this research study has created a conceptual framework that allows
researchers to look at healthy economic markers within a community. It has helped to
draw out more clearly additional methodological questions that should be considered
such as timing of data collection, grade levels of schools being closed, and the differing
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perceptions of community members and this research study has added to the literature on
this topic, which as was pointed out in the earlier literature review was scarce.
Ultimately, further research is needed to build off this study in order to better
inform state and local policy makers who are considering whether or not to close schools.
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APPENDIX A
Initial Stakeholder Interview Questions
Municj al Official

•

What do you believe were the reasons for the schools' closure?

•

Have you noticed any positive changes to the community since the school was
closed? Explain.

•

Have you noticed any negative changes to the community since the school was
closed? Explain.

•

What other significant events may have occurred in the community during this
same time period that may have either positively or negatively affected the
economic health of the community? Explain.

Follow up prompts:
Ask about specific healthy markers:
o Ages of residents?
o

Reduction of services? Increase of services?

o

Income levels?

o

Employment levels?

o

Overall tax burden?

o Property Values?
Business Owners
•

What do you believe were the reasons for the schools' closure?

•

Have you noticed any positive changes to your business since the school was
closed? Explain.
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Have you noticed any negative changes to your business since the school was
closed? Explain.

•

What other significant events may have occurred in the community during this
same time period that may have either positively or negatively affected the
economic health of the community? Explain.

Follow up prompts:
-

Ask about specific healthy markers:
o Ages of residents/workforce?
o Reduction of services? Increase of services?
o Income levels?
o Employment levels?
o

Overall tax burden?

o Property Values?
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APPENDIXB

University of Southern Maine
CONSENT FOR PARTCIPATION IN RESEARCH
Project Title: The Economic Impacts of School Closure in Rural Maine
Principal lnvestigator(s): Heather Perry, USM PhD Candidate, 18 Manson Way,
Limington, ME. 04049. Tel.# 1-207-222-1012. Faculty Advisor: Cathie Fallona, 140
School Street, Gorham, ME. 04038. Tel.# 1-207-228-8326.
Introduction:
•

•

Please read this form, you may also request that the form is read to you. The
purpose of this form is to provide you with information about this research study,
and if you choose to participate, document your decision.
You are encouraged to ask any questions that you may have about this study,
now, during or after the project is complete. You can take as much time as you
need to decide whether or not you want to participate. Your participation is
voluntary.

Wh is this stud
The purpose of this study is to examine, through research, the economic impact of school
closure on three rural communities in Maine. This case study research will seek to better
understand the role that public schools play in the current economic vitality and future
viability of Maine communities by closely following the story of three rural Maine
communities who chose to close their schools. This study will research the economic
conditions of each community several years prior to the school's closure and then detail
those same conditions several years after the school's closure. Additionally, interviews
with residents of each community will be conducted to better understand their
perceptions of the effect of the school closure upon the economic vitality of their
community.
Who will be in this stud ?
You have been identified as a participant in this study because you were either a) a
member of the municipal government in the community being studied during either the
five years before or after the school's closure or b) you were a business owner within the
community being studied during either the five years before or after the school's closure.
Participants must be at least 18 years of age to participate. A total of approximately 18
individuals will participate in this study.
What will I be asked to do?
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As a participant in this study you will be asked to participate in one face to face interview
with the researcher lasting approximately 1 hour. After which, information gathered
from the interview will be summarized and sent back to you for confirmation of
accuracy. There may be a request for brief follow up interviews to clarify information
gathered in the initial interview, but if those occur they will be brief and may be
conducted via phone or other digital media. There is no compensation for participation in
this project. Participation is solely voluntary.

What are the ossible risks of takin

art in this stud ?

Participants will be asked about their opinions as to the economic conditions found in the
community both before the school was closed and after the school was closed. Because
these are small communities, confidentiality will be maintained. Pseudonyms will be
used for all participants and only summary information will be used in ways that identify
the community participants are from in the study. If direct quotes are used, they will not
be attributed to any specific community with the focus of maintaining confidentiality of
participants. Overall, there are minimal risks associated with participation in this study.

What are the ossible benefits of takin

art in this stud ?

There are no direct benefits to you for participating in this study. However, at the
conclusion of the study, final findings will be shared with each community being studied
so that any information gleaned from the study that may be beneficial to the community
in making decisions in the future may be shared and used by each community as an
indirect benefit to the participants.

What will it cost me?
Participation in this study will not incur costs for participants.

How will m
In order to protect the privacy of participants, pseudonyms will be used so that
individuals cannot be identified. Summary information will be shared when information
is connected to the community being studied. If direct quotes are used they will not be
associated with any individual community being studied making it difficult to attribute to
any single participant. The final results of this research project will be shared with the
University of Southern Maine, with the Maine Department of Education, and with each
community that was studied.

How will m data be ke t confidential?
This study is designed to be anonymous, this means that no one, other than the
researcher, can link the data you provide to you, or identify you as a participant.
Pseudonyms will be used instead of real names. Only summary information will be
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published. If a direct quote is used, it will not be attributed to a specific community.
Data collected will be stored on a secure server at USM that is only accessible from USM
owned computers. The researcher will identify participants using a coded number system
ensuring that only the researcher will know the identity of the participants. Individually
identifiable data will be destroyed after the study is complete.
A copy of your signed consent form will be maintained by the researcher for at least 3
years after the project is complete before it is destroyed. The consent forms will be
stored in a secure location that only members of the research team will have access to and
will not be affiliated with any data obtained during the project. Interviews will be
digitally recorded and stored in the same secure locations as all other data collected
ensuring only the researcher has access to these recordings. The researcher will transfer
audio files into text directly so no other third party individuals will be involved.
Individual interview summaries will be sent to each participant to verify accuracy before
being used in the study. Research findings will be shared with the University of Southern
Maine, The Maine Department of Education and each community that was involved in
the research.

What are m
Your participation in this research is voluntary. Your decision to participate will have no
impact on your current or future relations with the University. You may skip or refuse to
answer any question for any reason. If you choose not to participate, there is no penalty
to you. You are free to withdraw from this research study at any time, for any reason. If
you choose to withdraw from the research there will be no penalty to you.

Whom ma I contact with uestions?
The researcher conducting this study is Heather Perry, 18 Manson Way, Limington
Maine. Tel.# 207-222-1010. For more questions or information concerning this
research you may contact me at any time.

If you choose to participate in this research study and believe you may have suffered a
research related injury, please contact Faculty Advisor: Cathie Fallona, 140 School
Street, Gorham, ME. Tel.# - 207-228-8326.
If you have any questions or concerns about your rights as a research subject, you may
call the USM Human Protections Administrator at (207) 228-8434 and/or email
us mori o@ma in . du.

Will I receive a co

of this consent form?

You will be given a copy of this consent form.
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Participant's Statement

I understand the above description of this research and the risks and benefits
associated with my participation as a research subject. I agree to take part in the
research and do so voluntarily.

Date

Participant's signature

Printed name

Researcher's Statement
The participant named above had sufficient time to consider the information, had
an opportunity to ask questions, and voluntarily agreed to be in this study.

Researcher's signature
Printed name

Date-

---
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APPENDIXC
RECRUITMENT CALL SCRIPT
Recruitment Phone Call Script:
Hello. My name is Heather Perry and I am a student in at the University of Southern
Maine working on completion of my PhD. I am conducting a study on the economic
impacts of school closures in rural Maine. I am conducting a case study on three
communities who have recently closed schools. As part of this study, I am interviewing
several municipal officials and business owners from each community being studied to
help better understand the economic conditions that existed in each community when the
school was closed, and soon thereafter. I have reviewed municipal budget booklets from
the timeframe being studied (or I have reviewed membership on the regional chamber of
commerce for the timeframe being studied) to create a list of potential individuals to
interview that fit the criteria of the study. Once the list was created, I randomly selected
several names to reach out to directly to ask if you would be interested in participating in
my study. Your name was on this hst.
The questions that I will ask will be very general and aimed only at better understanding
your perceptions of the economic conditions that existed in the community just before the
school was closed, and then several years after. I will not ask about your opinion as to
whether or not you think the school closure was the right decision. Your name will be
kept anonymous through use of a pseudonym and your answers to questions will not be
shared in detail with anyone else. Only summary information and themes will be
included in the completed study. All information will be kept confidential.
Would you be willing to participate in the study?
If yes - ask if they have any questions ... and work to answer them
Ifno - say thank you and move on to the next person on the list.

